Religion, tradition, culture by unknown
Case studies, some prepared in a joint Hungarian-Russian project led by Tatjana Voronina 
(Moscow) and Ilona Nagy (Budapest), others the results of individual research work, are 
published in this book. They deal with the Hungarian and Russian religious culture in the 
19th and 20th century and in the present. They show the power of religion and tradition in 
everyday life among Hungarians living in different countries (Hungary, United States, 
Romania) and Russians living in changing circumstances: under communist dictatorship 
and in democracy, in majority and minority status. Even the oral tradition can span and 
cover hundreds of years as the ruling power of icons can play an important role in our lives. 
This is the power of religious culture.
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FASTING IN THE LIFE OF RUSSIANS
(19th-20lh CENTURIES)
Tatjana Voron ina
Department of Russian Ethnology, Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, Russian Academy of Sciences 
Leninsky prospect, 32a, Moscow 119 334, Russia
Abstract: In the 19lh century the traditional diet of the Russians was a wholesome and stable com-
plex of nutrition which included fast days set apart for partial or complete abstinence from food during a 
calendar year. Fast days were set by the regulations of the Orthodox Church and were linked with the ma-
jor Christian feasts, church events and remembrance days of the Saints.
In practice all days of the year were divided into the days of abstinence from meat and dairy prod-
ucts when vegetable food only was allowed (govenije - “fasting”), and the days when their use was not re-
stricted (mjasoed - “time when it is allowed to eat meat”). To give a clear idea of the place fasting occu-
pied in the life of the people it is enough to say that more than 200 out of the 365 calendar days, i.e., the 
greater part of the year, were set apart as fasting periods of one or many days. The food taken on fast days 
had both some general and locally specific features. The urban diet differed from the rural; festive food 
had its specifics compared to the daily diet; the nutrition of wealthy peasants was more diverse than that of 
the poor. The importance of fast days lay not only in their restricting the diet to certain sets of food prod-
ucts, they served also to consolidate the norms of morality, to foster positive qualities and the like. Fasting 
habits and customs were passed down from one generation to the next, and thus carried a great educational 
content.
It is important to compare the practice of fasting in the 20th century during the atheistic propaganda 
and after 1988, the year of the millennium of Christianity in Russia. Thus the fasts can reveal the charac-
teristics of the religious mood of Russian society in the past and the present. Thanks to a considerable 
mass of archival and field materials, as well as published sources, it is possible to demonstrate the great 
role of fast days in the life of the Russian people.
Keywords: religion, Russian Orthodox Church, food, fasting, moral aspects
INTRODUCTION
Food remains an important and stable element of any contemporary culture that pre-
serves traditional features and ethnic specifics. From an ethnological point of view the 
study of a traditional nutrition as a phenomenon of everyday culture is connected with 
many aspects of life that reflect the relations between people, the norms and forms of 
their behaviour that are common for a particular society. Frequently they have confes-
sional aspects that require a study of a variety of rules, restrictions and rituals concerning
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both the composition of the food ration and behaviour. The most obvious manifestations 
of such restrictions are constant or temporary prohibitions (fasts, taboo) on particular 
food products and also fasts that include some other bans.
The investigation of fasting is of great importance for determining the national fea-
tures of any ethnos connected with its faith and the level of religiosity at different points 
of time. The practice of fasting in Russia has a long history: since the adoption of Christi-
anity (988) Russians began fasting in accordance with the canons of the Greek Orthodox 
Church which have remained unchanged right up to the present. Fasting also means that 
people have to attend church more often, to confess and receive communion. Sometimes 
the state introduced regulations to help the Church to control it. For instance, the Russian 
tsar Peter the Great introduced a decree in 1706 to impose a fine on persons who did not 
confess and take communion. Later, in 1772 during the rule of Catherine II a new regula-
tion made it compulsory for people, including children beginning from 7 years old, to 
confess every year. Public penance was imposed on anyone who failed to do so.
Fast days were set by the regulations of the Russian Orthodox Church and were 
linked with the major Christian feasts, Church events and the remembrance days of the 
Saints.
To get a better idea of the significant role that fasts always played in the folk life of 
Russians, it is sufficient to point out the fact that fasts lasting for many days and one-day 
fasts accounted for more than 200 days, that is, for the greater part of the year. The Rus-
sian Orthodox Church still follows the Julian calendar that is one of the characteristic 
features of contemporary practice. This is why all the dates in the church calendar are 
indicated according to the old - Julian calendar and contemporary - Gregorian calendar 
(we also gave two dates in the text).
There are four fasts lasting for many days but their duration and the level of strict-
ness differ. The first fast (Rozdestvenskij or Filipovskij) is devoted to St. Philip or to the 
Nativity of Jesus Christ (from November 15 / November 28 till December 24 / January 
6). It is long and lasts 40 days.
The second fast is Lent (“Great Fast” or Velikij post in Russian): it is the strictest and 
longest fast, lasting seven weeks before Easter and the Holy Week - a total of 49 days. 
Because of its strictness the Church includes four weeks to prepare believers for the fast. 
The last week is called “Cheese Week” or maslenica (Shrovetide) because it is allowed to 
eat a lot of bliny and milk products, especially butter (in Russian maslo), but no meat 
products. The last Sunday has a special name - “Forgiven Sunday” - it means that people 
have to forgive everybody and they kiss each other as a sign of forgiveness.
The food allowance during Lent differs not only from other fasts but also by several 
prohibitions. Only boiled vegetarian dishes are allowed and meat, fish, milk, eggs, 
cheese, sour cream, animal and oil butter, fancy cakes, buns are forbidden. On Saturdays 
and Sundays it is allowed to eat dishes with oil butter (except Saturday of Holy Week) 
and to drink grape wine.
The first week of Lent is particularly strong, especially the first five days. It is al-
lowed to eat not boiled and cold food without any oil and cold drinks. On Monday 
(“Clean Monday”) the most pious people do not eat and drink at all. On Monday they 
drink holy water (every Russian has such water after it was blessed in the church on Holy
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Epiphany) or ordinary water, eat communion bread (prosvira or prosfora), bread and salt. 
On Wednesday it is allowed to eat bread and drink stewed fruit (compote). On Thursday 
one can eat bread and drink water. On Friday this strict ration is enriched by a special 
porridge (kut'ja) made from grains of wheat with honey and raisins or berries that is 
blessed in the church after liturgy. On Saturday and Sunday it is allowed to eat vegetarian 
dishes with oil.
It is allowed to eat fish only twice: on the Day of Annunciation of Our Virgin (March 
25 / April 7) and on Palm Sunday (in Russian Verbnoe Voskresen’e because people have a 
branch of willow blessed instead of a palm branch). On Saturday before Palm Sunday - 
“Lazarus Sunday” fish caviar is allowed.
The Holy Week is close to the first week of Lent in its strictness. People try to ab-
stain from hot meals and eat cold dishes. On Thursday the believers take communion, on 
Friday they eat nothing and prepare for the festival service and only after the service is it 
allowed to eat Easter cake and eggs that have been blessed.
The third fast is devoted to the Holy Apostles; its start depends on the date of Easter 
but it always ends on the Feast of Sts. Peter and Paul the Apostles (June 29 / July 12) so 
the duration is always different - from eight days to six weeks. It is not as strict as Lent. 
In accordance with Church Statutes vegetable oil can be used every day but fish is al-
lowed only on Saturdays and Sundays and more on special feasts.
The fourth fast is devoted to the Dormition of Our Virgin and it lasts 14 days (from 
August 1 / August 14 till August 14 / August 27). It is a strict fast but shorter than Lent. It 
is necessary to abstain from fish except on the day of Transfiguration (August 6 / August 
19). Vegetable oil and wine is allowed on Saturdays and Sundays.
All these fasts have a special day before the beginning - zagoven’e - when people 
abstain from meat.
The following are one-day fasts:
1) on Christmas Eve (December 24 / January 6): people eat nothing but bread and 
water until the end of evening service or “until the first star in the sky” and only then they 
eat a special porridge socivo made with wheat or barley with honey (now - rice with 
raisins);
2) on the Eve of the Epiphany or the Twelfth-Day (January 5 / January 18): people 
eat nothing but bread and water until the end of evening service with a special blessing of 
water or “till the water” and only then eat socivo\
3) on the Feast of the Beheading of St. John the Baptist (August 29 / September 11): 
it is a strict fast but vegetable oil is allowed;
4) on the Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross (September 14 / September 27): it 
is a strict fast (eggs, fish, milk and meat products are forbidden but vegetable oil is al-
lowed).
It is necessary to keep fasting on Wednesdays and Fridays every week except 1) 
Christmas-tide - a period from December 25 / January 7 till January 5 / 18; 2) the period 
from February 4/17 till February 9 / 22; 3) Shrovetide or Maslenica, “Cheese Week” - a 
week before the Lent; 4) a week after Easter (“Light Week”); 5) a week after the Day of 
St. Trinity.
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In accordance with the Church Statute there is no fast on Christmas and Epiphany if 
they fall on Wednesday and Friday. Food with vegetable oil is allowed on Christmas Eve 
and on the Eve of the Epiphany, on the Feasts of the Beheading of St. John the Baptist, 
and the Exaltation of the Holy Cross. Fish is allowed on the Feasts of the Presentation of 
Our Lord in the Temple (February 2 / February 15), The Transfiguration of Our Lord and 
Saviour Jesus Christ (August 6 / August 19), the Dormition of the Most Holy Theotokos 
(August 15 / August 28), the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin (September 8 / September 
21), the Protecting Veil of the Mother of God (October 1 / October 14), the Presentation 
of the Blessed Virgin in the Temple (November 21 / December 4), the Nativity of St. 
John, the Honourable and Glorious Prophet and Baptist of the Lord (June 24 / July 7), the 
Feast of Sts. Peter and Paul the Apostles (June 29 / July 12) that are on Wednesday or 
Friday and also during the period from Easter Week (a week after Easter) till the Day of 
Saint Trinity.
In addition, Russians kept public fasts and individual fasts.
In contemporary ethnological research in Russia a study of religiosity in all its mani-
festations became possible with the lifting of the ideological bans that affected the hu-
manities during the Soviet period (1917-1991).
The investigation of the practice of fasts is made in the frames of the problems of 
contemporary ethnology that studies a mass manifestation of the faith in historical 
perspective (GROMYKO 1999: 8-19).
THE MAIN AIMS AND TASKS OF THE RESEARCH
The study deals with the practice of fasting among ordinary people who follow the 
above-mentioned points of Church Statute that differ from those that are common in the 
monasteries. Besides service the monks never eat meat and on the whole the prohibitions 
of their food ration are stricter.
Food as an important component of material culture can be an ethnic determinant 
when we speak about the comparative study of the nutrition of different peoples. But 
when we investigate the character of the food allowance of one ethnic entity (in our case 
only Russian), the regional differences are of great value because it is these peculiarities 
that leave the essential traces on the culture of the entity as a whole.
The character of nutrition during fasts to a certain extent depended on the local pecu-
liarities of agriculture connected with the geographical and climatic conditions that al-
lowed cultivation of different cereals, fruits and vegetables. So it is important to show the 
regional differences in food allowance in the 19lh century and to determine them in the 
nutrition in the 20th century.
An attempt will be made to demonstrate how the practice of fasting was typical and 
common among the majority of the population of Russian peasantry almost till the begin-
ning of the 20th century. After the October Revolution in 1917 the society became an 
atheistic one and people hid their beliefs and fasted in secret.
It becomes more obvious that Russian society of the 20,h century was studied insuffi-
ciently in the ethnological respect, while the past century was marked by many changes
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in political, economic and cultural life. Research on the religious consciousness of the 
ethnos as one of the important components of ethnic self-consciousness of the Russian 
nation, in our opinion, can be very timely. Such a study extends to religious conscious-
ness in the period when the Church and religion was persecuted by the ruling regime, as 
well as the development of religiosity recently when the persecution stopped. And the 
task of an ethnologist is not to study the policy of the government in the sphere of relig-
ion, but religiosity during the repressions: the loss of the Orthodox traditions by some 
people or preservation of the traditions by others.
This task includes the problem of fasts, under which are implied, mainly, restrictions 
in the usual food ration in particular periods and days of the Church calendar, accompa-
nied by spiritually moral tasks. In the past decade it has become possible to raise the 
problems of the ethnological study of the Russian Orthodox fast in historical perspective.
The particularities of fasting in the first years of the new regime from 1917 and later 
decades have not yet been sufficiently studied. Here the following tasks are emphasized: 
how strictly the Church Statutes were observed among Russians and the statutes’ princi-
pal prescriptions about fasting; what fasts were kept, who fasted, how fasting and work in 
the State institutions were correlated; how the authorities controlled or put obstacles in 
the way of fasting (agitation and propaganda against fasts).
The study also concerns the practice of fasting in the time of revival of Russian Or-
thodox Church activity at the end of the 20th century. Thus, one of the aims is to show the 
role of fasting as an index of the religiosity of the society.
The problem of studying fasts in Russia has been reflected in several works 
(VORONINA 1997: 85-95; 1999: 73-86).
SOURCES
The chronological limits of the work include a period from the 19th century, the sub-
sequent Soviet period (1917-1991) and the 1990s that on the whole cover two ages. It is 
difficult to draw a line between them, but the 20lh century is closed with the totalitarian 
atheistic regime and the study of the fasts in many ways gained a political aspect.
The variety of sources for studying the practice of fasting in the 19th century is quite 
rich and wide. The most accessible materials are those which provide precise information 
about the fasting practice and contain answers to the surveys by questionnaire carried out 
by different scientific societies. Among them the archive materials of the Russian Geo-
graphical Society, that was founded in the middle of the 19th century in St. Petersburg. 
They contain the answers to the questions of the program that was edited in 1848. The 
materials were partly edited in several issues of Ethnographical collected works.
A lot of information about fasting was obtained from the Ethnographical Bureau that 
was founded by Prince V. N. Tenisev in the 1890s in St. Petersburg. It contains the an-
swers of the correspondents from the main provinces of the Russian Empire to the ques-
tions of the Program. After the death of V. N. Tenisev the materials of his Bureau were 
given to the Russian Museum. Now they are in the archives of the Russian Ethnographi-
cal Museum (hereafter: REM) in St. Petersburg (fond 7).
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The materials of the archives gave a good opportunity to reconstruct the peculiarities 
of fasting practice among Russian peasants, the most numerous stratum of the society at 
that time, with many details in the context of their religious beliefs and traditional norms 
of behaviour.
The sources of the 20th century also include the materials of the archives but they do 
not include such extensive information about fasting as in the previous century.
The periodical press is also an important source but most of the issues contained 
atheistic propaganda against all manifestations of the faith, including fasts. This is obvi-
ous from their titles: Ateist (edited in 1922-1930), Bezboznik (“Atheist”) (1925-1941), 
Antireligioznik (1926-1941) and many others. Their publication was closely connected 
with the establishment of the Unit of Atheists of the USSR (1925-1940).
In a situation when we do not have very much information about the practice of fast-
ing in the 20th century, current field observations become the most important source in 
research on fasting as well. Interviews with the citizens of Moscow, Voronez, Vologda, 
Rjazan and other regions showed that during the Soviet period the tradition of fasting 
slackened but was not interrupted and was kept by adherents of the Orthodox faith.
During the research a Program was implemented to collect field materials on the 
theme “Orthodoxy and Russian Folk Culture” that included, for example, such questions 
as knowledge of the time of fasting, the attitude to fasting, what fasts are kept, what the 
informants know about the Church-established order of fasting, etc. The particularities of 
fasting during the long fasts such as Lent were taken into account. Fasting was consid-
ered in respect not only of the food allowance but also of behaviour during fasts.
THE PECULIARITIES OF FASTING IN THE 19th CENTURY
1. FASTING IN ACCORDANCE WITH THE CHURCH STATUTE
At the end of the 19th century the majority of the Russian population was still Ortho-
dox, the greater part were peasants who continued to keep fasts lasting for many days and 
one-day fasts. In practice all days of the year were divided into the days of abstinence 
from meat, eggs and dairy products, sometimes fish, when only vegetable food was al-
lowed (govenie - “fasting”), and the days when there was no restriction (mjasoed - “time 
when it is allowed to eat meat”). The peasants had fasts on Wednesdays and Fridays all 
year round except on the continuous weeks marked by the church calendar. Fasting intro-
duced significant changes into the peasants’ life; it also concerned the type of meals they 
ate. Thus the fasts regulated the eating habits of the peasants on workdays and holidays. 
Without exaggeration we can say that the whole Russian traditional nutrition system was 
based on the alternation of fasting days and “meat days”.
The food taken on fast days had both some general and locally specific features. The 
urban diet differed from the rural; festive food had its specifics compared to the daily 
diet; the diet of wealthy peasants was more diverse than that of the poor.
The everyday behaviour of the Russian peasantry in the 19lh century was controlled 
by the traditions, which were preserved by the public mentality and were based on a wide
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complex of moral, religious and social ideas (Gromy ko  1986: 270). Thus deviations 
from the norms of behaviour were permitted only for serious reasons and their violation 
was condemned. That is why almost all the correspondents of TeniSev’s Bureau noted 
that the fasts established by the Russian Orthodox Church were observed strictly and rig-
orously. It concerned first of all a spiritual condition and also the restrictions in the eve-
ryday food ration of the peasants. Consequently, fasts can be regarded as an important 
component of the spiritual and material culture of the Russian ethnos.
The nutrition of Russians was defined by the level of development of agriculture, 
which meant that the diet included a multitude of cereals and vegetable products. At the 
same time the natural and climatic conditions considerably influenced the character of 
nutrition in the different regions of Russia. The regional differences left significant traces 
on nutrition; the diet of the peasants differed remarkably in the Central, Northern and 
Southern zones of the country, also in Siberia and the Ural regions (Lipi nsk aja  1997: 
354-397).
Accordingly, the rations during the fasts differed, keeping both the traits inherent to 
the Russian cuisine on the whole and the local peculiarities of the nutrition.
Since the peasants grew their own crops and vegetables, the keeping of fasts was 
much easier for the rural population. Bread was the main product during fasts, when the 
everyday meal included “black” or rye bread and also pies made from a mixture of rye 
and wheat flour. A variety of cereals could be used to make different kinds of porridge. 
Potatoes and carrots were cultivated in many provinces and were the main ingredients 
of sei, the traditional soup. A famous proverb “§ci and porridge is our meal” aptly 
characterized the national peculiarities of Russian cuisine. It is true that nobody managed 
without scee and porridge but they were prepared in many ways.
It is quite natural that the food allowance depended on the seasons. The menu was 
the most abundant and diverse in autumn and at the beginning of winter when there were 
enough stocks of foodstuffs after gathering the last harvest. A lack of them began in 
spring. Then the ration of a poor family was reduced to a minimum: rye bread, water, 
kvass, salted products (cucumbers, cabbage, wild mushrooms), potatoes, cereals. It be-
came the most meagre in summer when the stocks ran out. The menu of the fasting table 
depended of course on the degree of prosperity of the peasants. Festive food that was 
prepared during fasts differed from everyday food and was more diverse. In Tver prov-
ince when fasts fell on holidays, instead of bread there were rye pies and various dishes 
cooked with wild mushrooms (LEBEDEV 1853: 183-184). However, there was no exclu-
sion during these days for guests who kept fasting. For example, when a midwife made a 
traditional “grandmother’s” porridge after baptism for all the relatives and invited guests 
it was eaten without milk and butter (REM fond 7, list 1, file 1725, sheets 4, 10).
In the central part of the country bread, boiled and fresh vegetables were more com-
mon. The first dishes were prepared with peas, haricot beans, lentils, mushrooms, onion. 
A famous dish was tjurja - first dish with water. Besides porridge made from oats 
or buckwheat, peasants prepared boiled and fried potatoes with oil butter as the second 
dishes. People liked to eat such fruits and berries as apples, cranberries, cowberries. 
The most favoured vegetables were turnips and swedes. Cabbage and cucumbers were 
salted.
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In the North there was an obvious predominance of dishes made from oats. In Vo-
logda province food made of oats was typical and oat flour was added to almost all 
dishes. The diet was poor as regards vegetables: only turnips, radishes, onions and gar-
lic were used. At the same time much attention was paid to the provision of food by 
gathering wild plants and berries (Archives of Russian Geographical Society, fond 7, 
list 1, file 31, sheets 25-27, 29). On the table of the inhabitants of the Northern prov-
inces berries and wild mushrooms were common, substituting not only for the absence 
of products containing meat and milk but also for a shortage of vitamins. If the fast was 
during the feast the menu varied and, for example, in Kadnikov district in spring and 
summer it included scee with oat grain, soup with dried mushrooms without oats, black 
radish with kvass and green onions, pies. Rich peasants prepared a porridge with millet 
(it was a rare product) and ate it with vegetable oil made from the seeds of flax or 
hemp. Their supper included soup with dried mushrooms, radish, tjapuska - kvass with 
oat flour. During winter holidays the dinner included scee with oat grain or fish soup, 
boiled peas, radish with kvass and onion with vegetable oil, fried mushrooms, cabbage 
with kvass, pies filled with fish, cowberries with oat flour. In summer the peasants ate 
the same dishes but instead of pies they ate kvass with oat flour (VORONINA 1992: 82- 
83; 2000: 170).
The table of fasting peasants in the Northern region of Russia also had its peculiari-
ties although a large amount of rye bread was used there, too. A significant part in the 
food allowance of the inhabitants of Archangelsk province for example consisted of tur-
nips and radishes that were prepared with oil butter made from hemp-seed (DURASOV 
1986: 85). For the people who lived on the coast of the White Sea, fish was the “daily 
bread” which distinguished their ration from that of the inhabitants of other Northern 
provinces with an agricultural orientation. It is natural that during the fasts the inhabitants 
of the coast ate fish except on those days when it was not allowed, especially during Lent 
and the Feast of the Dormition (Bern Stam  1983: 69-70).
Favourable geographical conditions in the South made it possible to cultivate more 
vegetables and fruits, and the food ration during fasts was richer.
In Rjazan, Voronez and other provinces towards the South, mostly soup made of sau-
erkraut (sei) or borsc with cabbage and dishes with potatoes were cooked. Porridge made 
from millet was a favourite. Also, the people there ate more vegetables and fruits. They 
used more red-beets than in the Northern provinces and prepared the first dish - scee 
with salted red-beets; they cultivated melon, musk-melon, cherries, apples, plums, apri-
cots and other cultures. Food was prepared on sunflower-seed oil. Mushrooms and wild 
berries were also included in the food allowance. Porridge was also made with hemp-seed 
oil. One of the favourite dishes during feasts was baked or stewed pastry with the berries 
of the snow-ball-tree (guelder rose) - it was called kulaga. Another dish was made from 
oat flour mixed with kvass or hemp-seed oil (Maly hin  1853: 211).
The peasants who refrained from certain types of food during the fasts had the label 
non-fast or skoromnoe (“forbidden”, “unlawful”) on their domestic utensils. In almost 
every village a hostess considered it her duty to have “fast” tableware - pots, bowls, 
spoons which were used only during the fasting days (REM list 1, file 376, sheets 9-10; 
file 339, sheet 47; file 583, sheet 4; file 211, sheet 145; file 220, sheets 23-24).
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Russians who were resettled to Siberia adapted themselves in the new environment 
but kept their traditional culture. No wonder that there were many peasants from the 
European part of Russia by birth and they continued to keep fasts as they did before. Be-
sides traditional dishes they ate fresh wild plants, especially ramsons (in Russian - 
ceremsa), or salted them. Siberia was always rich in fish which is why fish was used for 
first and second dishes and also for pies as a filling.
The materials of the Russian Geographical Society described the food ration of the 
peasants of Eastern Siberia. Their everyday meals included sei with cabbage and barley, 
soup with potatoes, porridge from millet or barley with hemp-seed oil or oil made from 
cedar oil, wild plants ryzsyk and also with fish oil (not only cod-liver oil as it was com-
mon in the North), soup with turnips and poppy-seeds, soup with carrots, salted red-beet, 
boiled peas. When the fasts were on feasts, the food ration included more fish dishes and 
pies with fish. Pancakes (bliny) with mushrooms were also a favourite dish (Grom yko  
1973: 155-158). In the Altai region the food was the same but included noodle soup, 
soup with dried fish and more dishes with pies (LlPlNSKAJA 1987: 180, 188).
The practice of fasting also affected the process of children’s socialization. In every 
family the customs of fasting were passed on from one generation to the next. But in the 
case of nutrition during fasting, there was a differentiation even within one family. Eld-
erly people were the authority in the practice of fasting and kept to stricter abstention in 
every respect. The parents played a special role but first of all the mother was the one 
who fasted more than the others and gave a personal example of pious behaviour. Chil-
dren were trained to fast from early childhood. Some peasants thought that fasting was 
not obligatory only for children of seven or eight years of age but also for children of four 
years who should begin fasting following the example of adults.
In Tver province food containing meat or milk products was not consumed by chil-
dren either. In Kostroma province children of two or three years fasted. In Ryazan prov-
ince the breastfeeding of infants was not counted by weeks and months but by fasts. In-
fants were usually fed during three fasts: two Lents and the Fast of the Dormition, or two 
Fasts of the Dormition and one Lent - depending on when the child was bom. Children 
who were no longer breastfed shared food with the adults during the fasts (REM list 1, 
file 583, sheet 4; file 1725, sheet 4).
In other districts of the same province children were given milk during three fasts, 
then the feeding stopped. When they reached the age of three, children did not eat milk 
products during fasts, they were given rye bread with soup without meat, porridge with 
vegetable oil and potatoes; sometimes they were given ring-shaped rolls or baranki 
(REM list 1, file 1438, sheet 4). From that age on the children’s food was the same as that 
of the grown-ups. If a child was weak and could not bear the difficulties of fasting, its 
mother fasted for it (REM list 1, file 1440, sheet 24).
Thus, beginning from childhood the fasts promoted the development of qualities 
such as temperance, the ability to control one’s desires and feelings, and to act in accor-
dance with the norms of behaviour accepted in a certain community. Fasting was one of 
the forms of children’s socialization in the society. Strict fasting in the peasants’ envi-
ronment was observed by many correspondents of Tenisev’s Bureau. In Kostroma prov-
ince the peasants never let themselves break fast, for example to eat an egg. In their opin-
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ion to break fast was a great sin. Non-fasting people were talked about as apostates: 
“Look at him! He gorges on beef during fasts!” (REM list 1, file 603, sheet 32).
The peasants did not break fast even when they were ill. They thought that “light” at-
tention towards fasts was peculiar to the noble and educated people: “Only peasants can 
fast but the learned and high-minded persons cannot live a day without tea and beef!” 
(REM List 1, file 339, sheet 47; file 376, sheets 9-10, 16-18). The peasants were amazed 
when during Lent they saw how rich people ate meat in the town: “We do not believe that 
people cannot keep fasts!” (ZOBNlN 1894: 42-43).
While fasting the peasants did not give food containing meat or milk products even 
to passers-by. People were afraid when they saw someone eat non-fast food during a fast. 
Exceptions were only made for non-Orthodox persons, for instance Gypsies and Tatars 
but in such cases the tableware from which they ate was considered to be profaned and 
the peasants did not use them till “the spirit of Tatar lost its smell” (REM list 1, file 376, 
sheets 9-10).
These examples show that in the practice of abstention from food containing meat or 
milk the peasants showed moral condemnation of deviation from fasting by the represen-
tatives of other social strata. This is expressed in the peasants’ critical attitude to intellec-
tuals and people of other confessions.
The peasants tried to attend church because in every parish there were special books 
- “Confessional books” - in which priests wrote the data of people who did not confess 
and take communion that was usually done during Lent and other fasts. (The decree 
about the necessity to confess was in force till 1917). It was also necessary to fast and 
confess before marriage in the church.
It is worth noting that the attitude to the peasants who did not fast was negative. 
Even when somebody was presented at the court he could not give evidence if he did not 
fast. In judicial practice a deviation from confession was considered as aggravating cir-
cumstances (Bor iso va  1997: 31-32).
2. PUBLIC AND INDIVIDUAL FASTS
Besides the fasts lasting for many days and the fasts of one day established by the 
Russian Orthodox Church there were other fasts that were widely observed up to the be-
ginning of the 20th century. First of all there were so-called “public” fasts that were kept 
by all Russians or by all members of a town or village community. Disasters such as epi-
demics and epizootics, drought, long periods of rain, etc. were the main reasons for keep-
ing public fasts. People kept such fasts on the permission of the priest after the local 
peasants’ community decided to fast.
Many people kept “individual” fasts that, as a rule, were dedicated to the holidays of 
the Church calendar to commemorate the famous saints. Fasting on these days could give 
a definite grace and help in a concrete situation.
In Vologda province where the peasants worshipped St. Procopius of Ustjug (died: 
1303) they kept the fast of St. Procopius for a week before his commemoration day (July 
8 / July 21). Some of them did not make a break after the Feast of Sts. Peter and Paul the
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Apostles (June 29 / July 12) which ended the Peter's Fast, extending fasting until the 
Feast of St. Procopius (Sljap in  1903: 8).
In Vjatka province the peasants kept John’s Fast: they did not eat any food contain-
ing meat or milk products during the week before the day of the Beheading of St. John 
the Prophet, Forerunner and Baptist of the Lord - the peasants called him Fast John and 
then fasted on the Feast (August 29 / September 11) (REM list 1, file 231, sheet 7; file 
339, sheet 43).
In Rjazan province some peasants did not break fast after the end of the Fast of the 
Dormition (August 15 / August 28) and kept fasting until the 29lh of August (Seliv ano v  
1987: 76).
According to a correspondent of Tenisev’s Bureau, in Vjatka province a large num-
ber of peasants also fasted before August 29 - not immediately after the Fast of the Dor-
mition but a week before the feast - “John’s week”; in addition they did not eat meat a 
day before August 29 because it was zagoven ’e - a preparation before a feast (REM list 
1, file 1, sheet 16).
In the same province the peasants had the one-day Fast of St. Michael the Archangel 
(November 8 / November 21) to please him because as they thought the Archangel would 
be present at the Last Judgment (REM list 1, file 440, sheet 15).
In Tambov province on the commemoration day of St. Mary of Egypt (April 1 / 
April 14) it was considered a sin to eat anything except cabbage soup but without meat. 
In Vladimir province the peasants fasted during that day in the hope of a good harvest. In 
Kostroma province people fasted on the Feast of the Kazan Icon of Our Lady (October 22 / 
November 4) (REM list 1, file 29, sheets 37-40; file 583, sheet 4).
Some girls who wanted to marry took extra fasts on the eve of the Feast of St. Cath-
erine (November 24 / December 7) and also before the Feast of St. Andrew the Apostle 
(November 30 / December 13) (Kal ins kij  1877: 323).
Among the individual fasts, the fast on Mondays or the Archangel’s Fast had a spe-
cial place. Many peasants did not eat anything during that day and drank only water, as it 
was customary in monasteries. Women fasted on Mondays more often than the others. 
For them this fasting had a particular meaning: they fasted for children, especially in 
connection with particular circumstances in their life. In Kaluga province in families 
where children often died their mothers made a vow to fast on Mondays so that the chil-
dren would live; besides they did not eat food containing meat or milk products even on 
usual days (REM list 1, file 540, sheet 4a).
In the same province the midwives kept fast on Mondays as well “to make their 
hands lighter during a childbirth”. A correspondent of Teni§ev’s Bureau noted an occa-
sion where a midwife practicing successfully in the local area forgot about the fast and 
ate meat on Monday. As a result she was not invited to the women in childbirth and very 
soon she lost her practice altogether (REM list 1, file 540, sheet 5).
The fasts on Mondays were kept by girls who refused to marry and kept a monastic 
way of life although they did not enter a monastery. People called them kelejnic, cer- 
nick}’ because sometimes they lived in a separate small house that was built near their 
parents’ house, for instance, in the backyard or in the kitchen garden (Tult seva  1970: 
64).
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A correspondent of Tenisev’s Bureau wrote that some of these girls could not marry 
and living in the family they did any work, prayed zealously and went to church, read the 
Psalter (psalm book) for the deceased and always kept the fasts (REM list 1, file 1465, 
sheets 10-11).
Some peasants of Vjatka province did not eat food containing meat or milk products 
at all or they limited their consumption of meat, milk, eggs and fish, ate food without any 
butter (or even vegetable oil) for several years before their death. They did not drink 
wine, refrained from smoking, made a vow never to eat apples, potatoes, or drink kvass. 
The peasants were sure that those people who had had the sacrament of extreme unction 
in the case of near death were forbidden to eat meat during the rest of their lives. Some 
people after taking the extreme unction did not eat meat for forty days. Some elderly 
people refused to eat meat and meat products “for saving the soul”. In Rjazan province 
many dying men refused to eat food containing meat or milk products during the fasts 
despite the doctor’s advice because they had had a sacrament of the extreme unction and 
they were afraid to break it. In Kaluga province the peasants made a vow to keep fasts on 
Mondays starting from the age of fifty (REM list 1, file 345, sheet 10; file 342, sheet 44; 
file 441, sheet 5; file 540, sheet 4a).
“Vow fasting” or “promised fasts” are connected with the individual fasts but it is 
difficult to define a clear border between them because they are very much alike in their 
meaning.
Apart from the fasts on Fridays established by the Orthodox Church there were the 
Twelve Temporary Fridays, Vow or Big Fridays that were very popular among Rus-
sians.
Fasting on Fridays was in a very close connection with a well-known practice of the 
amuletic use of the texts that was widespread in many cultures. The texts about the 
Twelve Fridays in Russia were also used for magical purposes and were worn on the 
body and were used as amulets. But it is not right to see only a magic meaning of such 
texts (Ryan  1999: 293, 301-302).
The worshipping of these Fridays was spread in the form of manuscript copies, apoc-
rypha, spiritual songs (VESELOVSKIJ 1876: 317, 349). In the 19th century the texts of the 
Twelve Fridays could be found in Novgorod, Kursk, Kaluga, Jaroslavf, Voronez and 
other provinces.
As R I. Gundobin wrote in 1862, women in Vladimir province (Suja district) kept all 
the fasts very strictly. Most of them fasted and did not eat even bread and water on the 
days before the main feasts but also on Twelve Temporary Fridays. Each Friday had a 
special name and was dedicated to the main feasts of the Church calendar. People fasted 
on Fridays before these holidays. In different parts of Russia the names of Fridays varied 
but the most important were the following: before the Holy Epiphany, Shrovetide, the 
Presentation of Our Lord in the Temple, the Annunciation of the Blessed Virgin, Easter, 
Pentecost, the Feast of St. Elijah, the Dormition, the Feast of St. John the Baptist, the 
Nativity of the Blessed Virgin, the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, the Nativity of Our Lord 
(Gund obin  1862: 44-48).
Every Friday had a special grace and promised special preferences. A renowned eth-
nologist N. A. Ivanickij published the text On Holding Sacred Big Fridays during a Year
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(2 variants) that he found in Vologda province. According to this text (the second variant 
is given in brackets):
The First Friday is on the first week of Lent. Those who respect (keep fast on) this 
Friday will be saved from troubles.
The Second Friday is before the Annunciation of the Blessed Virgin. Those who 
keep fast on this Friday will be saved from the devil (or from a murder).
The Third Friday is on the Holy Week before Easter. Those who keep fast on this 
Friday will be saved from enemies (sufferings).
The Fourth Friday is before the Ascension Day. Those who keep this Friday will be 
saved from sinking (in water).
The Fifth Friday is before Whit Monday. Those who keep this Friday will be saved 
from (rid of) a sword.
The Sixth Friday is before the Nativity of St. John the Baptist. Those who keep this 
Friday will be saved from scarcity (lack and scarcity).
The Seventh Friday is before the day of St. Elijah. Those who keep this Friday will 
be saved from the torments (or from fire and sword).
The Eighth Friday is before the Dormition. Those who keep this Friday will be saved 
from any confusion.
The Ninth Friday is before the day of Sts. Cosma and Damian. Those who keep this 
Friday will be saved from any attack (or any sin).
The Tenth Friday is before the day of St. Archangel Michael. Those who keep this 
Friday will be written in Our Virgin’s book (or saved from fatal sickness).
The Eleventh Friday is before Christmas. Those who keep this Friday will see Our 
Virgin before their death.
The Twelfth Friday is before the Holy Epiphany. Those who keep this Friday will be 
written in the book of Our Saviour (will be written in the Animal’s book) (Ivanick ij  
1890: 144-145).
The texts of the story about the Twelve Fridays were sold by peddlers in villages all 
over Russia.
Another set of sacred Fridays was in use under the name of Vow Fridays. People 
made a vow to fast in the third week of Lent, in the Holy Week, on the first of August and 
other days.
Peasants kept fasts on these days to prevent such unexpected misfortunes as drought, 
bad harvest, epizootics, appearance of pests on cereals, serious diseases, etc.
It is important to underline a special worship in Russia of Saint Elijah whose mem-
ory was celebrated on July 20 and Friday before the Feast. The peasants did not work 
during the feast. In many provinces they fasted all week and especially on Friday to re-
vere his memory (Glu Skov  1862: 74-75).
The individual fasts in various forms and degrees of strictness essentially add to the 
system of fasts established by the Church and on the whole can be considered as a mani-
festation of the peasants’ piety. Nevertheless the sources demonstrate that at the end of 
the 19'h century the fasts were treated more indulgently. This happened because more 
peasants were involved in a wide circle of social ties. Undoubtedly, leaving home in 
search of possibilities to earn a living in the cities influenced the practice of fasting, later
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migration was on a mass scale. Service in the armed forces also had an effect on the 
strictness of the fasts. Returning home after their long absence, some of the former sol-
diers did not keep all the fasts and their attitude to the people who fasted was sceptical.
In accordance with the canons of the Church one was supposed to go to Communion 
during all four long fasts but at the end of the I9'h century peasants did it twice a year: 
during Lent and the Fast of the Dormition, or during the Fast of the Holy Apostles and 
the Fast of the Nativity of Jesus Christ. The most pious believers did it more often.
On the whole the sources analyzed show that at the end of the 19lh century the fasts 
played an important role in the life of Russian peasants. The strict observation of the tra-
ditions testifies to the high level of the peasants’ religiosity and remained remarkable 
examples of piety.
The traditional diet of Russians in the 19th century was a wholesome and stable com-
plex of nutrition, which included fast days set apart for partial or complete abstinence 
from food during a calendar year. Fasting food varied in different parts of the country. 
During feasts the food allowance became richer. The importance of fast days was not 
only in their restricting the diet to certain sets of food products, they served also to con-
solidate the norms of morality, to foster positive qualities and the like. Fasting habits and 
customs were passed down from one generation to the next, and thus carried a great 
educational content. The most important was the fact that the majority of the population 
kept fasts.
THE PRACTICE OF FASTS IN THE 20th CENTURY
The beginning of the 20th century was marked by different changes including the 
revolution in 1905 and especially the First World War (1914-1918) that shook the coun-
try to its foundation and the nutrition worsened. But information about fasting in Russia 
before 1917 shows that following all the fasts was considered to be an important condi-
tion and evidence of purity of Christian faith. A demonstration of that was the All- 
Russian fast kept on August 26-29, 1915 in the difficult years of the First World War and 
which continued the tradition of “public” fasts. At the same time it must be said that the 
neglect of fasting, especially in the educated strata of the population, was one of the signs 
of a lowering in the level of religiosity.
In February 1917 fateful events took place: the bourgeois-democratic revolution. The 
life began to change radically; evidence of the beginning of secularization of the state can 
be seen in the Decree of the Soviet Government on “The Separation of Church from State 
and School from Church” dated January 25 / February 5, 1918. This marked the begin-
ning of the persecutions of clergy and people who sympathized with them.
This is confirmed by the compilation of biographies of ascetics, based on documents 
kept in the archives of the KGB and local archives. Many of those who were thrown into 
jail stayed faithful to Church vows and kept fasts.
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The summer of 1919 was very dry in Central Russia, especially in the South, 
throughout Ukraine. There was a lack of bread and people were hungry. In Moscow there 
were religious processions with crosses from all the temples to the Red Square to pray for 
rain. The Church declared an All-Russian public fast which was the last one during the 
Soviet regime.
The first years of the new government were followed by a restriction of the activity 
of the Russian Orthodox Church; this was manifested especially in the closing and de-
struction of the churches, persecution and punishment of the faithful. The anti-religious 
propaganda, later called “atheistic education”, played a great role. The liquidation of the 
faith by any methods became the strategic line of the new regime.
In the Soviet period Orthodoxy ceased to be the state religion after the political and 
ideological reforms, but the attitude to religion did not change at once. Moreover, the 
regional differences in food allowance during fasts remained. Usual fasting food included 
mainly rye bread, pirogy without filling, scee from cabbage without spices, pottage 
from potato and millet, millet porridge, potatoes without butter. Holiday fasting food was 
the same, but included onions and hemp-seed oil. Among drinks, kvass was the most 
widespread; tea was more seldom consumed, infusions of different dried herbs were 
made.
In the 1920s mass inspections were made in several provinces of Central Russia, 
which showed a high level of religiosity and, in particular, fasting everywhere.
Inspections of the villages in Kursk province in 1917, 1920 and 1923 showed that 
peasants continued to keep fasts (Jakovlev  1923, 1925). Research in the other provinces 
also showed that though the difficulties of the time after the First World War adversely 
affected attendance at churches, faith remained strong among the people. Even young 
people who had left their native places to go on military service and later returned con-
tinued to keep fasts.
The Civil War (1918-1920) in the country brought serious changes to agriculture and 
it became difficult to keep fasts. Almost everywhere the areas under crops declined, often 
insufficient areas were sown and the overall crop structure changed. The organization of 
kolkhozes accompanied by liquidation of private economies aggravated the situation. The 
observations of the Central Statistics Board in Vjatka province in the 1920s made with 
the aim of studying urban and village nutrition did not give comforting results. Because 
of bad harvests and the lack of bread, nutrition deteriorated: people ate chaff, bark, oil-
cakes, even clay. And in such a situation the report that the peasants following tradition 
did not eat food containing meat and milk was very astonishing. It can be seen from the 
inspection in March 1923 that this was during Lent (Perf il ’EV 1923: 24-30).
The same information is found in the State archive of Vologda province containing 
information about a situation in the countryside. The answers to questions on forms of the 
Vologda Society for Study of the Northern Land (VOISK) in 1927 showed that despite 
the deterioration of the food supply people kept fasts (State Archives of Vologda Prov-
ince, fond 4389, list 1, files 144, 146, 149, 208, 218).
Information about fasting in the 1920s is available in the answers to a questionnaire 
of the former Rjazan Province Archives Commission concerning the names and composi-
tion of dishes and drinks on meat days and days of fasts. The everyday diet included rye
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bread, rye pies, scee with cabbage, soup with potatoes and millet, porridge made from 
millet, boiled and baked potatoes without oil. Festive food during fasts was the same but 
it was prepared with oil. People drank tea and kvass but also used wild plants like St. 
John’s wort (Archives of Rjazan Historic Architecture Museum, files 3, 5, 16, 21, 878, 
2510).
Following the tradition, during fasts and especially Lent, people abstained from 
songs and dances, even at youth gatherings.
The results of the ethnological observations in 1919-1925 in Central Russia noted 
that the traditional customs and rites including fasting were still alive but at the same time 
a changing attitude to fasts and holidays was noted. An ethnologist D. A. Zolotarev 
wrote: “Often during fast skoronmoe is eaten, and people work on holidays” (ZOLOTAREV 
1926: 151-153).
The atheistic propaganda gradually changed the attitude of many people to the 
Church: believers declined to demonstrate their former religious views openly. Young 
people were drawn into political actions against the faith and changed the most; an agita-
tion for the complete rejection of religion was done very actively among them. Already in 
1923 the Union of Atheists recognized as successful the first experience of mass anti- 
religious holidays - “Komsomol Christmas” - and considered it fit for use by Komsomol 
organizations in Western Europe; it inspired the organizers to hold a “Komsomol Easter” 
(KONONOVlC 1990: 38).
In the 1920s all the activity of the magazines Bezboznik or Ateist was directed at the 
eradication of the age-old traditional customs and rites. That is why, for example, they 
ridiculed the rite for the sanctification not only of Easter cakes and eggs, but also of seeds 
before sowing. The rite of fasting was ridiculed too. This was reflected in the articles that 
criticized people who kept fasts. The anti-religious propaganda was conducted in the 
sharpest forms. In the introductory article in Ateist a slogan was given openly: “Down 
with the Easter moods of the priests, long live May Day!” But the publications often re-
futed imaginary victories of atheists and it was noted that during Lent believers continued 
to fast {Bezboznik (“Atheist”), 1925, № 4, 15; 1926, № 8, 1-3; 1926, № 12, 12).
In resolutions of the Communist party congresses, the appeals for the elimination of re-
ligious prejudices became increasingly strident because the level of religiosity was still 
high, especially among women. In the atheistic literature the “harmful” influence of faith on 
working women was noted: they baptized their children, went to church, performed all the 
Church rites, etc. There were many believers in Moscow too (Fedor ov  1926: 5, 14, 30).
It was true that not all the young people kept fasts as their parents did, but there were 
many places where the population followed all the instructions. For example, a correspon-
dent of the magazine Bezboznik wrote that in the villages of Brjansk province old and 
young people fasted, but at the same time young people did not always go to church, did not 
get married in church but held a “red” baptism, that is without a priest. On church holidays 
during thanksgiving service by the priest, posters were put up on some of the houses in the 
village: “No entrance for priests!” (Bezboznik, 1927, № Ю, 4—6; 1929, № 3, 6).
In 1929 a forced mass collectivization began, accompanied by arrests and the dis-
patch of thousands of people to jails and concentration camps (GULAG). The order was 
given to make extensive use of administrative and repressive measures in the struggle
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against religion. Many churches had already been closed, but now the mass closure of 
churches began. It became dangerous to keep fasts in such a situation. Nevertheless, field 
materials provide evidence that fasts were kept but not so openly as before.
Many of our contemporaries were involuntary witnesses of those years and could tell 
about the closing and destruction of churches and the persecution of people for their faith. 
But in this situation people tried to follow the Church Statute. Conversations with the 
citizens of various provinces showed that believers continued fasting even in such hard 
conditions. One of the women born in 1900 in Tambov province said that she continued 
to follow all the Church statutes. In 1928 she was pregnant: “Nobody forced me to fast 
but in our family there was a strict order to fast from childhood. We knew that on Christ-
mas Eve we can eat only when the first star appears in the sky. Or on the eve of Holy 
Epiphany water in the church was consecrated and taken home, so the strict fasting ended 
and we could eat everything.”
In the Soviet press we can find many examples of a counteraction to the repressive 
measures. Some of the victims are still alive and stay as witnesses. Thanks to them and 
also to those who were rehabilitated posthumously but left their memoirs, it is known that 
those years are possibly the most terrible and cruel in Russian history. Many people were 
dismissed from work for their religious beliefs and those who stayed at work hid their 
beliefs carefully which is why there was no talk about fasts, people could talk about it 
only in the close circle of believers. An open demonstration of keeping the Church stat-
utes brought punishment of various kinds, the reason why those who kept the practice of 
fasting did so secretly. In extreme conditions, in the camps, it was not possible to eat only 
vegetable food: according to the concentration camp norms people were given 100 grams 
of rye bread and soup made of dried fish (European smelt, sparling, snetok) or herring, 
and 2 cups of water a day. But even here people found the strength to confess and to 
celebrate Easter (Nikifor ov -Volgin  1982: 158).
In the press there was information about the level of religiosity in the army. An in-
vestigation conducted in the army found: 49% believers, 22% hesitating, 29% non-
believers (Antireligioznik, 1931, № 1, 60).
In the 1930s the attitude of the state to the Church worsened because the Union of 
Militant Atheists adopted a plan known as the “Atheistic Five-year Plan” (1932-1937). 
Extensive propaganda was conducted in the schools. The atheistic literature was added to 
the mass media. Many people were imprisoned but even there they tried to keep fasts. A 
citizen of Moscow said that he was in the camps from 1941 till 1956 and tried to keep 
fast during Lent.
It is a well-known fact that the Second World War (1941-1945) was very difficult 
and many people were very hungry. Those who are still alive remember that they ate rye 
bread, potatoes, porridge and very often nothing. So keeping fasts was rather difficult.
There was atheistic propaganda after the War in the 1950s and the fasts were said to 
be prejudices (Beljae v  1958: 23). People did not dare to attend the churches. The results 
of interviewing old people showed that many believers followed the Church instructions 
and fasted. But almost all of them did not tell even their relatives or friends about this. In 
their stories they often said “It was during Lent...” or “Before Christmas our family 
went...” with orientation on the fasts or feasts.
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At the same time there were many non-formal confessional communities headed by 
elderly men or nuns who helped people to withstand all the difficulties during the perse-
cution of the faith. Among them was St. Matrona (1881-1952) who helped many people 
and advized them to keep fasts (she was canonized in 2000). Among the advice she gave 
was not to marry during fasts and she prayed for those who broke this rule (Zdanova  
1993: 27-28).
In the 1960s and 1970s people were still punished for every manifestation of their
beliefs.
The situation improved in 1988 - the year of the Millennium of Christianity in Rus-
sia. The last decade of the 20lh century was marked by the reconstruction of many ruined 
churches and the growth of parishes. The activity of the Church became legal and people 
began to attend churches and follow the religious instructions in an open form. The re-
sults of sociological studies at the end of the 1980s and beginning of the 1990s showed a 
growth in the number of believers.
The Church Statute is still canonical so people keep the same long fasts and one-day 
fasts. The answers given by citizens of various provinces showed that most believers try 
to fast at Lent but more of them prefer to keep fasts during the first week of Lent and 
Holy week.
As to the nutrition during fasts, it is important to note that it still includes a lot of 
bread and bakery products, porridges made not only with oats and buckwheat but also 
with rice, boiled and fried potatoes, fruits and vegetables, stewed fruit, kvass. The menu 
during different seasons varies: for example, in summer it includes soup with fish, scee 
with fresh cabbage, fresh or new boiled and fried potatoes, vegetable marrow, fresh toma-
toes, cucumbers, salads, fresh mushrooms, berries; in winter it includes scee with salted 
cabbage, potatoes with salted cabbage, mushrooms, cucumbers. Now everybody drinks 
tea and coffee during fasts.
An ordinary menu during the fast of the Dormition in August can include as first dish - 
soup with fresh mushrooms, potatoes and green onion, as second dish - fresh boiled potatoes 
and salad with tomatoes and cucumbers, and as third dish - stewed fruit or tea with jam.
The innovations in the food allowance are connected with the wide spread of new 
ways of preserving and pickling. Vegetables or fruits are put in glass jars with hot water 
where they are sterilized for more than an hour and closed with a metal cover. The salads 
with a mixture of vegetables are preferred because during cold periods it is easy to pre-
pare food from a combination of potatoes or porridges with preserves. The food allow-
ance now includes more salads with tomatoes, cucumbers, onions, pepper, different jams, 
etc. than at the beginning of the 20th century. The menu is more varied in Moscow, St. 
Petersburg and big cities but in the provinces one could see a lack of food products. 
Moreover, the early 1990s were marked by a difficult economic situation and many peo-
ple had serious livelihood problems because of their low salaries.
The role of women who were responsible for the preparation of food has changed 
and now they are often as busy as men. That is why women prefer to buy prepared food 
in the shops. During the 20lh century the variety of national products was gradually in-
creased at the expense of imported products. The lack of vegetables and fruits in the 
1990s was made up by products brought from other countries. At the same time such a
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situation is more common for big cities, but in the provinces people do not have the pos-
sibility to use the benefits of civilization: their food allowance during fasts is limited.
The regional differences are still present in the menu during fasts. For example, in 
Voronez province to the South of Moscow one could easily find many Ukrainian compo-
nents in everyday meals.
The church is attended not only by old and elderly people but also by young people. 
The results of interviewing people in Dubna (Moscow province) showed that the compo-
sition of the menu at the local university changes at the beginning of Lent and includes a 
special part under the title “Special menu” with a suggestion of various dishes mostly 
with salads, vegetables and fruits.
A new feature was that many articles in the newspapers and advertisements on TV 
began to give information about the dates, length and kind of nutrition during fasts. The 
number of books about fasts greatly increased because people are interested to know the 
peculiarities of food allowances during fasting. That is why books with recipes describing 
how to prepare dishes are very popular (Voro nin a  2004: X). At the same time many 
people interpret the fasts in the wrong way - as a means of improving their health - tak-
ing into consideration only the physical meaning of fasts.
It is interesting to note that the tradition of keeping individual fasts is still alive. Peo-
ple continue to fast on Mondays, a practice that is known as the “fast for children” be-
cause in this way women try to help their children. Women who had an abortion in the 
past that is considered to be a sin fast on Monday.
More people are now married in the church. But in accordance with the Statute, it is 
forbidden to do this during fasts. The workers of the registry offices (ZAGS) in many re-
gions, including Rjazan province, remarked that young people are trying to follow the pre-
scriptions of old people who say that the life of a couple who married during fasts will be
unhappy.
On the whole the conditions of contemporary life differ from those in the 19th and 
early 20th century and that is why the practical realization of fasts is difficult; it cannot
always be reconstructed in traditional forms. The way of life, material and spiritual val-
ues have also changed. But in comparison with the atheistic period when people fasted 
secretly, believers are beginning to follow the religious prescriptions and to fast openly.
On the whole religiosity has increased, taking into account other manifestations of 
the faith, and fast days play a great role in the life of Russians.
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Fig. 1. Reading New Testament during Lent. On the table: white rosary, church calendar, a lightening candle, 
other church books. Moscow, 2002. All photos were made by Tatjana Voronina
Fig. 3. Visit or pilgrimage to Donskoj Monastery 
during Lent. Candle lightening near to the Donskaja 
Icon of Our Lady. Moscow. 2003
Fig. 2. Blessing painted eggs and “kulich” (sweet 
bread with raisins), Holy Saturday in the church 
of Holy Trinity, in Konkovo, Moscow, 2003
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Fig. 4. A pilgrimage to the holy tree in Tolga women’ monastery during 
the Fast of Assumption of Our Lady. Tolga Monastery, Jaroslavl province, 1999
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Abstract: The article deals with the history and culture of a special ethnographical group of old be-
lievers (edinovercy), who live in Guslicy (Orexovo-Zuevo district, Moscow region). After the schism, or 
raskol in the 17th century, they kept their traditional customs and rites. The authors tried to show the pecu-
liarities of old believers’ life style in the past and present times. The close metropolis of Moscow (50-100 
km away) affects Guslica’s special identity. Its young population migrates to Moscow while the aban-
doned houses are bought as summer bungalows or dacas. This trend may lead to the full transformation of 
the former traditional old believing villages into typical modern settlements not inheriting local cultural 
and architectural traditions. The old-day Guslicy cannot be saved. However, some elements of its heritage 
still can be preserved in the museums.
Keywords: Russian old believers (edinovercy), traditional customs and rites, transformation of tradi-
tional culture, monastery and church in Guslica, contemporary life style
After the schism of the 17th century most of the Russian Old Believers moved to in-
accessible areas of Siberia and the Russian Far East. Later the Russian Old Rite commu-
nities migrated as far as to Alaska, South America and Australia. But, surprisingly, one of 
these areas called Guslica or Guslicy has been preserved just 30-65 miles east of Mos-
cow. The unfriendly social and harsh natural environment have formed a special ethno-
graphical type of people here. The people of Guslicy or Gusljaks were forced to mask 
their faith. Being discriminated against or restricted in many areas (e.g., in military and 
civil service), they had to be very competitive in the market. The specific culture, deeply 
rooted traditions and nearly total literacy of the adult population have always marked the 
territory. Some of the specific ethnographical elements can still be found in many local 
villages.
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THE ORIGIN OF THE NAME “GUSLICY”
The name Guslica (Guslicy appeared much later) was mentioned in the will of Ivan 
Kalita in the first half the 14th century. It was an administrative district (volost') with its 
centre in the village of Guslica (now IFinskij Pogost). The settlement is situated on the 
bank of the Guslica river and apparently had received its name from it. Guslica is the 
only river in Russia with a musical name (guslv is an old Russian string musical instru-
ment). The local historians can recall a number of legends regarding how the river was 
used to soak timber to make gusly, guslv was thrown away to the river, etc.
We believe that Guslica is transformed old Finnish goos or kuits (kuuse) which 
means spruce, pine of a coniferous tree. S. Garku§a supposes that the word Guslica might 
originate from the old Slavonic gusl, meaning a sorcerer. It could be considered as only a 
legend, but there are numbers of sorcerers still practicing in the area.
The locals believe there are whole villages in the territory populated by the people of 
that kind (Slobodisci, Ljaxovo, etc). Thus “Guslica” might be “the river of sorcerers”. 
The Guslica river arises in the village of Xolmy near Egor’evsk, which all local folk con-
sider as a settlement populated entirely by magicians and sorcerers.
LOCATION AND HISTORY
Unfortunately, the Guslica volost’ (district) of the 14th century cannot be shown on 
the map though its latest borders are known. Later, the volost’ was abolished and its name 
has been preserved by the local Old Believers within their distinctive culture. It is thought 
that before the schism of the 17th century the territory was scarcely populated due to the 
unproductive marshy and sandy soils. People started to flow into the territory at the end 
of the 17th century. They were mostly noblemen and professional soldiers (strelcy) flee-
ing from Moscow in the hope of saving their Old Orthodox Rite and avoiding persecu-
tions.
There is another point of view. J. Karjakin believes that the post-schism migration 
into Guslicy was not considerable, and the majority of the locals were forced to settle 
there in the late 15th century by the Grand Duke Ivan III. This ruler of Central Russia 
oppressed the city of Novgorod that had always been known for its liberal political tradi-
tion. Many people of Novgorod (or Novgorod the Great) were exiled to the virgin forests 
of Guslicy. Some Guslicy villages still recall their Novgorod ancestry. The villagers of 
Antcyferovo and Sobolevo, even in the beginning of the 20th century, were called Nov- 
gorodcy. That was why this very specific territory has appeared. Sometimes because of 
its peculiar culture it was even called “The Old Rite Palestine”. It was natural for the ex-
iles to oppose Moscow. The schism (raskol) was just one more excuse to show their re-
bellious spirit.
Modem Guslicy’s boundaries cannot be precisely determined. Many authors, not be-
ing familiar with the territory, include within it some of the Bogorodickij (Noginsk) dis-
trict and even parts of the Vladimir and Rjazan provinces (regions) with Old Believer 
populations. However, the neighbouring part of Vladimir Region had a name Patriarsina
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(which means The Land of Patriarch). Patriarsina was predominantly populated by the 
priestless Old Believers of the Pomorskaja convention (Pomorskij soglas). The Old Be-
lievers of Guslica were priestly Old Believers accepting the clergy of the Belokrinickaija 
hierarchy since the 1840s.
There is a point of view (Smirno v  1999) that considers only the old-time Guslica 
volost’ (district) to be true Guslicy. This does not take into account the numerous 
neighbouring territories, which are also populated with an ethnographically nearly identi-
cal, Old Believer population of the same Belokrynickaja Church. If we consider Guslicy 
the territory where the self-name Gusljak (a man from Guslicy) is in use, we still encoun-
ter some difficulties because many historical Guslicy villages (Celoxovo, Pankratovskaja, 
Gorckovo, etc.) do not refer to themselves in such a manner. They know who the Gusl- 
jaks are and even oppose them. This was confirmed during the field research in 2000. At 
the same time the self-name Gusljak was recorded in the villages of Molokovo and Smol- 
jovo (Karpovo volost’), which are situated to the far West of the historical Guslica.
Guslicy itself was not homogenous. A number of sources unofficially specify the 
separate territory Zaxod or Zaxot within it. The people of this territory had been called 
Gusljaks. Zaxod included settlements of the Zaponoije and Selino parishes, i.e., Davy- 
dovo, Gora, Ljaxovo, Elizarovo, Kostino, Ancyferovo, Jakovlevskoe, Belivo, Zavolinje, 
Kurovskaja, Korotkovo, Radovanje, Glebovo, Zaprudinje, Novaja and Barskaja. These 
17 villages had no more than 20 households where followers of official Orthodoxy 
(called here Nikoniane) lived. The whole Guslica had more than 20 percent of official 
Orthodox population (Brackoe Slovo 1888). The same orthodox mission magazine wrote 
about Zaxod: “The schismatic Gusljaks are smart, cunning but at the same time bold and 
rough people. They have no morals. Twenty years ago, it was certainly a true land of rob-
bers.”
The 13 villages of the Nikickaja-Rudnja parish in the East of Guslicy, i.e., Malkovo, 
Titovo, Bogorodskoe, Selivanixa, Stepanovka, Ponarino, Zapolicy, Miscevo, Avsju-nino, 
Abramovka, etc. are sometimes called Ramenje.
Thus we believe that Guslica is an historical area in the South-East of the Moscow 
Region with a native population of predominantly Old Believers (Belokrinickaja Church) 
and similar ethnographical features.
CULTURAL TRADITIONS
The Old Believers have always observed old traditions. So did the people of Guslica. 
The villagers of Guslica cast brass crosses and icons. A. Antonjukov, an expert on the 
local traditional craft, says some 200 rural households were involved in this activity. The 
middlemen travelled through the villages buying brass castings measured in the dozens of 
kilograms to be sold in Moscow. The official records do not demonstrate it because the 
Old Believers of Guslica did not declare or advertise their business. E. Zotova, an expert 
of the Museum of Old Russia’s History and Culture (named after A. Rublev, hereinafter 
the Rublev Museum), shares this viewpoint. The museum has rich collections of the local 
and roughly shaped peasant brass craft that specialists identify as originating in Guslica.
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The brass icons are rather primitive technically but vary in their forms. Some stone pat-
terns were very old and kept for many generations.
Some Guslica villages were known for their icon painting. The local icon painters of-
ten used their own methods of painting and materials processing. V. Sorokatij, an expert 
of the Rublev Museum, points out the peculiar line drawings, shadings and intense red 
and blue colours aged with a special home-made drying oil.
Guslicy of the 19th century differed from any other Russian countryside (even the 
Old Believer ones) in that its people (including women) were almost totally literate. Each 
village had its own self-organized schools run by many local scribes (knizniki) and nuns. 
The school programs were mostly designed to pass on the Old Rite religious culture. 
These schools had existed from the schism of the 17th century (Prug avi n  1904). Nearly 
total literacy resulted in numerous Old Believer clergymen originating from this area. The 
Old Rite priests from Guslicy served in many Old Believer parishes throughout Russia.
The biggest and most famous Old Believer monastery of Guslica existed in the vil-
lage of Belivo until the 18th century when it disappeared. Besides, there were numerous 
village nuns and pilgrims. Somewhere in the hidden places the little monastic fraternities 
called skits had existed and were secretly supplied with food by the locals. One of them 
was located near the village graveyards of Suvoe. The local old-timers still remember it.
Many villages (Miscevo, Suvoe, etc.) were involved in the copying of religious 
books. The books’ calligraphic pages (particularly the margins) were decorated with or-
naments called Guslickaja. Working on these books, the masters used their own archives 
of patterns, which were black-and-white copies of the ornaments of books of the 17th 
century and earlier. Some researches see a similarity between Guslica book ornaments 
and elements of the local painting on pottery, called Ghzel. Some consider them to be 
unique. At the beginning of the 20th century this craftsmanship began to die out (Cerkov- 
noe penie 1910).
LIFE STYLE DETAILS
Besides the cultural achievements the Gusljaks were known for other activities, 
which gave them a reputation as people with no morals and honour. Guslicy, a remote 
marshy place on the boundaries of three Russian provinces (gubernia, now oblast’), had 
always been a haven for criminals of all sorts. It was a good refuge for them, easy to 
leave for the neighbouring territory making the police operations difficult to coordinate. 
The Russian officials used to list the Old Believers side by side with robbers, etc. so all 
these people got along well with each other in the Guslica virgin forests. The famous 
robber, Vasily Curkin who terrified all Moscow province in the second half of (he 19th 
century came from the Zaxod village of Barskaja.
Guslicy was famous not just for robbers but also for counterfeiters. It was a very 
common criminal activity in Guslica and the neighbouring district of Voxna (town of 
Pavlovskij Posad). Mel’nikov-Pecerskij believes that the locals even managed to seize the 
money plates that Napoleon had brought to Russia to print false Russian notes (Mel ’- 
niko v -Pe Cerskij  1898). The Guslica counterfeiters operated right up to 1917. In the 19th
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century in Moscow, all false banknotes were called Guslickie. The Guslica counterfeiters 
were chased for years even by military units with little success (Central Historical Ar-
chive of Moscow).
Besides counterfeiting, the people of Guslica were professional beggars. This busi-
ness survived until the 1950s. The “mendicants” even managed to organize bread traf-
ficking from starving Moscow during WWII.
The famous nineteenth-century Moscow journalist, V. Giljarovskij, wrote about 
crooks from Guslicy making viktorki, the false documents stating “lost all possessions in 
a fire”. Besides this the swindlers of Guslicy used malaski, or false passports. A criminal 
from Guslicy took five or six malaskas and looked for a wealthy employer in a big city. 
When he found employment he did his job very well. The employer (normally a well-off 
merchant) promoted his new sober, witty, and literate manager. One day he entrusted him 
with quite a large sum of money asking for a passport as security. The Gusljak left a 
malaska, took the money and never returned. Soon the criminal had a new employment to 
repeat the trick. When all the false passports had been used, the crook returned home to 
rest and prepare some new malaskas (Giljar ovs kij  1990).
The villages of Guslica, in spite of their unfavourable location (marshy and infertile 
land, absence of big rivers and trading routes), were always wealthy. It is still surprising 
to see the villages one and a half kilometres long. The cabins were well maintained and 
the locals looked tidy (Prugavin , 1904). The poor soils did not prevent the villagers 
from making money. Guslicy and the neighbouring territories were the origin of many 
Russian merchant families such as the Morozovs, Raxmanovs, Soldatenkovs. The Kuzne-
covs, the kings of Russian porcelain, were also Gusljaks. The wealthy Old Believers did 
not break with their average co-religionists. The Old Believer congregations (soglasija) 
were being transformed into powerful religious-business corporations. The local mer-
chants contracted many smaller weaving shops and backed them up with special loans. 
Home-based weaving tools (kurus’) were found in almost all Old Believer houses. For-
mer peasants and forestry workers became prosperous industrialists and millionaires 
(Mel ’nikov -Pe Cerskij  1898). Until 1917, a well-equipped textile factory was a very 
common attribute of any Old Believer village.
GUSLICY TODAY
Currently, the main part of old-time Guslica is in the Orexovo-Zuevo district of the 
Moscow region. Some villages (Gridino, Suvoe, Pankratovskaja, Celoxovo, Gorskovo) 
belong to the Egor’evsk district. The last three settlements have always been a centre for 
the regional Old Believers’ pilgrimage due to the holy well and the chapel of St. Nikita 
situated near Celoxovo (Staroobijadceskaja Mysl 1915, NN7, 11). Even in the Soviet 
times there were two Old Believer prayer houses in Celoxovo and there were religious 
processions to the holy well until 1948. The Soviet officials tried repeatedly to destroy 
this Old Believer centre. Finally they closed these two prayer houses and transformed one 
into a club. Naturally, it had no visitors. The authorities sold it as a residential house. In 
2003, the chapel of St. Nikita was rebuilt, and the locals still pray there.
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Until the beginning of the 1960s most of Guslicy belonged to the Kurovskoe district 
(which no longer exists). Recently, the area was merged with the neighbouring Orexovo- 
Zuevskij district. The town of Korovskoe (pop. 20,000) is still the biggest settlement and 
the only town of Guslicy. It has expanded beyond the village of Kurovskaja due to the 
textile factory of the BalaSov brothers, local Old Believers. Now about half of the town’s 
population is of Old Believer descent. The neighbouring settlement of Davydovo (pop. 
14,000) is similar. Old Believers make up about 80% of the population of the rural areas 
of Guslicy.
Generally the situation with the Old Believer heritage of Guslicy is not good. The 
Soviet years have damaged it a lot. After the closing of prayer houses in Guslicy villages 
and oppression of the clergy, the active parishioners still gathered together in their homes 
to serve and pray. But most of this generation died in the 1970s-1980s, and this tradition 
has been broken. The present old generation was bom and brought up under the Soviet 
regime. Very few of them have home religious education. The rest know about the Old 
Believer’s faith by hearsay. Thus after the disappearance of the old generation of the 
1980s, the Old Believer tradition goes on mostly mechanically. Nowadays the old and 
middle-aged know they are Old Believers, they were baptized, they have to cross them-
selves with two fingers, but very little besides. The young know very little about their 
faith. All the Old Believer craftsmanship such as icon painting, brass casting, book callig-
raphy are lost. An exception is the Slepovs, an Old Believer family from the village of 
Gora. As their ancestors did, they make the incense and Old Believer rosary called 
lestovki. Earlier, this family cast brass. The locals say the last icon painters and brass 
casters still lived in the Gora area in the 1980s.
Hop growing had existed in Guslicy until the beginning of the 1960s when it was de-
clared “unprofitable”. Recently there were some attempts to revive it. They were unsuc-
cessful due to the labour-intensive process. This is unfortunate because it could have re-
vived the declining agriculture.
Now, there are Old Believer temples and prayer houses of Guslicy (Belokrinickoe 
denomination) in Slobodisci, Ustjanovo, Davydovo, Gubino, Belivo, Abramovka, Ego- 
r’evsk, Suvoe and Aljosino. Some parishioners go to Orexovo-Zuevo, Pavlovskij Posad 
and Andronovo (Pavlovskij Posad district). Since 1994 there has been an Edinoverceskij 
(under Moscow Patriarchate but following the Old Rite) temple in Kurovskoe with a 
prayer house in Miscevo. There is a Novozybkovskaja denomination Old Believer church 
in Novoxaritonovo, near Guslicy. Some Guslica villagers go there. Not all of the churches 
and prayer houses listed above have priests and regular parishes. Some of them (in 
Davydovo, Miscevo, Abramovka, Belivo, AlyoSino, Suvoe) are just branches of the 
larger neighbouring churches.
The Edinoverceskij parish in Kurovskoe was formed of the ex-Belokrinickaja de-
nomination Old Believers called Neokruzniki*. In the late 1970s the Neokruzniki found 
themselves with no clergy. There are still true Neokruzniki in the village of Xoteici. They 
choose to pray at the house of their leader, an old lady called Anfisa.
* Neokruzniki - a part of the Belokrinickaja konvencija Old Believers which has not accepted the “Circu-
lar Letter” (Okruznoe Poslanie) issued in the 1860s.
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Besides the above there are some other Old Rite people in Guslicy. They are a few of 
the last Luzkane and Makeevcy, which have no communities. There are also the priestless 
Pomorcy oriented to their parishes in Orexovo-Zuevo and Moscow.
The close metropolis of Moscow (50-100 km away) affects Guslica’s special iden-
tity. Its young population migrates to Moscow while the abandoned houses are bought as 
summer bungalows or dacas. This trend may lead to the full transformation of the former 
traditional Old Believer villages into typical modem settlements not inheriting local cul-
tural and architectural traditions.
The Guslicy of the past cannot be saved. However, some elements of its heritage can 
still be preserved. In order to do this some local communities have organized their own 
museums. One of them is situated in the village of Stepanovka, at the premises of the vil-
lage primary school. The museum is founded by Ustinja Andrejanova. The museum’s exhi-
bition illustrates the past of the village. One of its rooms imitates the interior of a nine-
teenth-century Old Believer cabin. The 1923 school building may also be considered as one 
of the exhibits. There is a park around the school planted in 1985 to commemorate the 40th 
anniversary of the Victory in WWII. Each tree in the park has a plaque with the name of a 
fallen soldier. The traditional Soviet-style war monument stands side by side with the big 
wooden Old Believer octagonal cross. Thus the Old Rite services for the dead are held at the 
same place as the annual civil meetings. This memorial complex has no parallel in Russia.
One more museum exists in the village of Il’inskij Pogost, the historical centre of 
Guslica. Its director, Jurij Karjakin, is also the principal of the local secondary school. 
The pupils of the school often conduct field ethnographical research, take photos of the 
old wooden cabins and try to discover more about their history. The museum interiors are 
designed in Guslica art traditions. The exhibition covers a period from Ivan Kalita to the 
Soviet time with the emphasis on Old Believer history.
It is often said nowadays that Guslicy needs its own museum concentrating all exhib-
its in one premise with an open-air exhibition of wooden architecture. These plans arise 
because the main museum of the Orexovo district does not pay proper attention to his-
torical Guslicy and concentrates on the northern part of the area. Meanwhile the 
neighbouring Egor’evsk, which was never a part of the historical Guslicy increasingly 
positions itself as Guslicy based upon the fact that some Guslica villages are now part of 
the Egor’evsk district and Egor’evsk itself is situated very close to the border of the his-
torical Guslicy volost’. The new building of the Egor’evsk museum is decorated with 
Guslicy ornaments. There are some attempts to produce similar handcraft souvenirs here. 
Currently, the people of Egor’evsk often consider themselves as Gusljaks (something 
they did not do before). Generally, this new positioning of the town with a strong com-
munity of Old Believers is a positive factor for the region’s cultural development.
During the Soviet decades the cultural originality of Guslica was severely damaged. 
The atheistic authorities tore people away from their indigenous culture because it was 
related to their religion. Collectivization destroyed the traditional rural economy and em-
phasized the peasants as a social class. The Soviet officials never used the word “Gus-
licy” in their documents even on cultural issues. The closeness to Moscow did not pro-
mote cultural conservation and was even disastrous due to the large number of criminals 
and profiteers foraging for icons, old books and religious brass castings.
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The other reason for this cultural disintegration was the fact that the Russian Ortho-
dox Old Believer Church (The convention of Belaja Kritica) did not react properly in the 
late 1980s when many old local scribes, active parishioners and ustavsciks (a kind of Old 
Believer psalm-reader, counsellor and religious supervisor) were passing away. The Old 
Believer life of the Guslica villages was based upon these people and there was nobody 
to replace them. We refer to the opinion of one of the local priests of the official Russian 
Orthodox Church who said: “if the Old Believer Metropolitan Alimpij in the beginning of 




1888: № 4, cc. 287-289.
Gilja rovs kij , V. A.
1990: Гиляровский, В. А.: Собрание сочинений в 4-х томах, т. 2, М., сс. 123-127. 
Mel ’nikov -Pe Cerskjj , Р. I.
1898: Мельников-Печерский, П. И.: Рогожское кладбище, in: Полное собрание сочинений П. И. 
Мечникова (Андрея Печерского), т. 13, СПб, сс. 331-333.
PRUGAV1N, A. S.
1904: Пругавин, А С.: Старообрядчество во второй половине XIXвека, М., с. 113. 
Smir nov , V. I.
1999: Смирнов, В. И.: Мы - Егорьевцы, М., Энциклопедия с л и деревень. 
Старообрядческая мысль
1915: Старообрядческая мысль, №7.
Центральный исторический архив Москвы
1807: Центральный исторический архив Москвы, ф. 54, оп. 177, лл. 15-17.
Церковное пение
1910: Церковное пение, приложение к журналу Старообрядческая мысль, № 8, сс. 130-138.
33The Old Believers of Guslicy
Fig. I. A very rare exemplar of metal icon of Our Lady on wood. Traditional place on the gate of the old- 
believers' house. The house was built in 1925. Village Vnukovo. Orexovo-Zuevo district, Moscow province, 
April 2004. All photos were made by Sergej Mixajlov
Fig. 2. A blessing of an ancient chapel in village 
Celoxovo, Egor’evsk district, Moscow province, 
28 September 2003
Fig. 3. Deacon Konstantin Titov suggests a metal 
plate with the holy water to the believers after 
the first blessing of the chapel in village Celoxovo, 
Egor’evsk district, Moscow province, 28 September 
2003. People touch water by fingers and put a cross 
on themselves
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Fig. 4. A traditional form of scarf for women common for old-believers. Village Celoxovo, Egor’evsk district,
Moscow province, 28 September 2003
Fig. 5. A cemetery of the old-believers in Guslicy. Orexovo-Zuevo district, Moscow province, 2003
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Fig. 6. Carved wooden icon with 8-ends cross and small icons. A cemetery of the old-believers. Village Suvoe, 
Egor’evsk district, Moscow province, March 2004
Fig. 7. An icon on a tree on the place of ancient old-believers’ sects. Village Belivo. Orexovo-Zuevo district,
Moscow province, January 2004
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dox Church it is customary to worship icons with prayer and Akathist services. One of the Holy Fathers 
said: “Do, do the external, for the external belongs to us, and the internal to God. And for the external the 
Lord shall give us also the internal” (PESTOV 2000: 542). Such external forms of the veneration of icons 
are expressed in bowing before them, kissing, censing, lighting candles and decorating holy images. All 
these signs of veneration precede the prayer and create a special mood.
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The veneration of icons in the Orthodox church is an integral part of the Russian li-
turgical tradition. It is possible to study icons only as a sacred work of art intended for 
prayer. Therefore this article’s goal is to show the forms of veneration of icons in the 
temple as its major environment.
On the day of the Triumph of Orthodox Christianity - a holiday established in 843 in 
honour of the institution of the veneration of icons - a verse “We worship the most pure 
icons...” is heard during all readings. A saint martyr Stefan the Junior chanted this tropar 
to the faces of his torturers and iconoclasts as early as the end of the 8th century (Mother 
Mary and Kallistos Ware 1978: 302). Icons have remained an integral part of the liturgy 
from that tragic time right up to the present. In the tradition of Russian Orthodox piety 
icon worship is expressed in various forms. This article is devoted to some of them.
The major form of veneration of icons is expressed in believers standing in front of 
them in prayer. The purpose of icons is to facilitate a prayer, close perception of God and 
the Saints. The beneficial effect of an icon occurs during prayer when the mystic experi-
ence of perception of the other reality connects a person with the Protoplast. In St. John
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Chrysostom’s biography there is a description of such a lofty spiritual contemplation ex-
perience: “...the blessed John greatly loved the letters of the most wise Paul. ... He also 
had an image of this Apostle in an icon ... And when he read his letter he would look at 
the image with all his eyes, with such attention would he look at him as if the Apostle 
were alive; glorifying him and visualising him, he would direct toward him all his medi-
tation and, through contemplation (of the image) would talk to him” (Prepodobnyj Ioann  
Damas kin  1993: 123). Alas, such heights of spiritual contemplation are characteristic of 
only a few spiritual giants. Therefore many Saint Fathers of the Church warned of the 
danger of temptation and spiritual pride. A prayer should be based on humility and repen-
tance being its soul. “A sacrifice to God is a grieving spirit: a heart that is grieving and 
humble God shall not abase” (Ps. 50, 19).
Particularly powerful is a prayer before icons in a temple as a house and dwelling of 
God (see Mt. 18, 20; 21, 13). The Saviour points to the necessity of a public prayer; He 
Himself used to pray among people (see Jn. 11, 41^42), and among His disciples (see Jn. 
17, 27, 27-30). He promised His spiritual presence during a public prayer (see Mt. 18, 
20), so Saint Apostles and first Christians following their Lord’s instruction often prayed 
together (see Acts 1, 14; 2, 1), being “in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, and in 
breaking of bread, and in prayers” (Acts 2, 42). After the final victory over iconoclasts 
and the dogmatic establishment of icon worship at the 7lh Ecumenical Council (787), 
churches were filled with icons. It became easier for believers to concentrate on a prayer 
when looking at icons which reflected a living human personality transformed by the 
Holy Spirit.
The Saviour speaks of public prayers being particularly pleasing (see Mt. 18, 19). A 
description by St. Sophronius, the Patriarch of Jerusalem (7'h century) of the miracles 
revealed by the saint martyrs Cyrus and John, concerning the healing of Subdeacon 
Theodor suffering from gout could be an example of such a prayer before icons from the 
life of the ancients. In a half dream he saw saint martyrs who ordered him to follow them. 
They entered a Greek temple with many icons inside. Right in the middle of the temple 
he saw a painted “great and amazing image” of God with the Virgin on the left and John 
the Baptist on the right as well as a host of apostles and prophets. St. Cyrus and St. John 
together with the suffering youth “as they stood before the icon they beseeched God 
bending their knees, and striking their heads on the ground, and begging for healing”. But 
they were not given what they asked for at once. “And when they came to the icons for 
the third time they started to use previous means and words. And because they persis-
tently for a long time asked and appealed for one thing prostrating themselves: Com-
mand, Thou, О Lord! then Christ being a compassionate Lord showed His mercy and said 
from the icon: you too show your mercy. The saints, as soon as they rose from the 
ground, started to thank Christ our Lord for answering their prayer” (Ibid.: 163-4).
Believers know it is in the temple, the protoplast of the Kingdom of God, that a hu-
man from the temporary world enters the eternal world, the Kingdom of the future cen-
tury, where “there should be time no longer” (Rev. 10, 6). That is why the Orthodox 
Christians while praying become imbued with the idea of the other reality visually re-
flected in the icons. This silent call for salvation of every human soul can be considered 
as the first spiritual step to comprehension of the Divine Revelation.
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In the services of the Russian Orthodox Church it is customary to worship icons with 
prayer and Akathist services, “when the whole body of the Church unanimously and with 
a single heart forwards petitions in the presence of priests offering up prayers of all peo-
ple” (Dja Cenko  1894: 155). Every Orthodox Christian, who turns himself trustfully to-
ward the Protoplast depicted in the icon, knows that many of his entreaties can be ful-
filled thanks to an ardent prayer. “If ye have faith, and ... if ye shall say unto this moun-
tain, Be thou removed, and be thou cast into the sea; it shall be done” (Mt. 21, 21). A 
specialist in the study of art, N. M. Tarabukin, while pondering on the significance of 
icons wrote that their purpose is not limited to mere reminding of the Divine Image, their 
goal is to work wonders. An icon is miracle-working due to the Divine Power that is 
manifested through it as well as to a believer’s counter effort (Tara buk in  1999: 83). 
When an icon is consecrated it is said: “And grant this icon the power of miracle-working 
effect.” (Ibid.) Russian people in all periods of history believed in the protection given by 
miraculous icons. In 1812 at the departure of M. I. Kutuzov to the front-line forces during 
a prayer service devoted to the victory over Napoleon in the Kazan Temple of St. Peters-
burg a miracle-working icon of Our Lady of Kazan was laid upon him (Precistomu 
ohrazu Tvoemu poklonimsja 1994: 233). Later the glorious field marshal returned to the 
temple but that time for good, for there he found eternal peace.
A remarkable writer, Boris Zajcev, after visiting the Russian Monastery of St. 
Panteleimon on Mount Athos in 1928, described an Akathist service to Our Lady in front 
of the icon painted on a special wimple where the Holy Virgin was depicted in the heav-
ens holding a long and narrow omoforion as if She was shielding the sacred Mount Athos 
with her protection and mercy. Zajcev writes: “This is a day-time service. In the final, 
major part a hegumen and two hieromonks in white festive liturgical vestments standing 
in a semi-circle on the ambon opposite the Royal Doors read the Akathistos in turn. Over 
the Doors there is an image of the Most Pure Virgin, but a special one, painted on a thin 
golden ‘wimple’. Its lower part is trimmed with delicately tatted lace. During the reading 
the image silently and slowly descends, which makes the light cloth of its omoforion 
stream. The voices of the readers become more feeling, a light trembling and radiant in-
spiration run over the church: the Holy Virgin ‘with Her honest omoforion’, having a 
semi-airy, light-golden aspect, Herself appears among Her faithful ones. The image stops 
at a human height level. The choir is singing, all those present one by one kiss the image, 
evening sunrays on the left lightly fall onto the lace and golden tints of the swaying icon. 
And in the same slow manner the image after accepting veneration ascends to its heav-
enly heights - it seems it could rest on nothing but clouds.” (ZAJCEV 1998: 155)
In fact, in every Russian church where there is a venerated icon the Akathists are 
read on particular days to the Saints or, more often, to the Holy Virgin depicted in the 
image.
When the Hegumen of schima Savvas (Ostapenko) (1898-1980) served in Velikije 
Luki, he established a rule to bring the icon of Our Lady “Joy of all the Afflicted” to the 
centre of the temple on Sundays so that during the evening service the believers could 
chant the Akathist with their faces turned toward the beloved image. The starets said 
about reading of akathists: “Akathist is our delight at the majesty of God, His Most Pure 
Mother and all the Saints” (S lubov'ju о Gospode, vas D. O. S. 1998: 64). Also on his
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initiative since 1954 in Pskovo-Pecerski monastery every day after evening service 
akathists have been read before venerated icons of the temple and local saints (Ibid.: 46).
Metropolitan Manuil (LemeSevskij) established the same rule when he served as a 
Bishop in the city of Serpuxov from 1928 to 1930. Vladyka introduced paradises, i.e., 
prayer singing with akathist and the Canon of Our Lady, to everyday church life (Svete 
ti.xij 1998: 10-1). He would personally perform akathist services in the Nikolski Cathe-
dral before the icons of Our Lady “Joy”, “Consolation”, “Inexhaustible Cup” as well as 
many other icons of the Holy Virgin in churches and chapels of the city. A special kind of 
veneration of the icon “Seeking of the Lost” introduced by the Vladyka consisted in car-
rying the icon with prayer singing from the winter to the summer temple after the cere-
monial service in Nikolski Cathedral. Moreover, it was venerated with molebens and 
Akathist services in all city temples in turn. The final farewell service was related to the 
carrying of the icon from the summer temple to the winter one. The veneration lasted 
from 10 July (Julian calendar) to the first Sunday preceding the Dormition Fast. 
Throughout the whole period of the icon’s “visit” they decorated temples and tried to sing 
with utmost reverence in order to create a prayerful mood.
Nowadays, at the beginning of the 21st century, in many churches akathists are read 
before revered icons on certain days. Thus, in the settlement of Il’inskoe (Kazan railroad) 
• in the Church of the Presentation in the Temple of the Most Holy Virgin every Thursday 
akathist is read before the icon “Inexhaustible Cup”. The image is famous for the fact that 
praying before it helps people to get rid of such diseases as heavy drinking, drug abuse 
and smoking. Many desperate people, as well as parents and relatives of those who suffer 
from the diseases come to the church and ardently pray to the Virgin before her miracle- 
working image. During the reading all those present kneel and at the end kiss the icon.
One of the Holy Fathers said: “Do, do the external, for the external belongs to us, 
and the internal to God. And for the external the Lord shall give us also the internal” 
(Pes tov  2000: 542). Such external forms of the veneration of icons are expressed in 
bowing before them, kissing, censing, lighting candles and decorating holy images. All 
these signs of veneration precede the prayer and create a special mood.
The rite of genuflexion during prayer was set by the Lord Himself, Who in the Gar-
den of Gethsemane “fell on the ground and prayed” (Mk 14, 35). That is why kneeling 
prayers have existed since the time of the early Christians. Reverend Cassian the Roman 
in 420 described the “way” and “order” of saying a prayer at communal monasteries of 
Egypt and Thebaida: “When at the hour of performing the order brethren come together, 
they do not immediately after singing the Psalms proceed to kneeling. First they keep 
standing for some time praying with their hands raised. Then, after sinking to the ground 
and praying on their knees for a short time, they stand up again all together...” 
(Tainstvennyj mir molitvy 2001: 67). Veneration of icons can also be found in written and 
iconographic sources of the early period of the history of Byzantium (6lh-7th centuries). 
The ecclesiastical ritual adoration appeared as late as in the post-iconoclastic time. The 
dogmatic basis for it was the decrees of the 7th Ecumenical Council (787) stating that “the 
honour done to the icon refers to its Protoplast, and the one who worships the icon wor-
ships the hypostasis of what is depicted in it” (Dejanija Vselenskix Soborov 1891: 285). 
The Council particularly emphasised that we do not worship icons but venerate them.
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because only God should be worshipped. A ceremony of proclamation and veneration 
of the holy icons that took place in Saint Sofia’s Cathedral of Constantinople on 11 
March 843 and symbolised the final victory over the Iconoclasts was adopted as a ritual 
model. I
In Russia icons have been venerated since their very advent. Since for the Russian 
people Byzantium was the model in the sphere of religious life, all dogmatic foundations 
of the faith and rites were strictly obeyed.2 According to an Orthodox tradition a Chris-
tian when entering a temple should bow before icons, but before each bow he should 
make a sign of the cross as a token of his belief in Christ and in the fact that intercession 
of the Saints depicted in the icons and a prayer of the believer himself are powerful be-
fore God. An icon is created for the sake of a prayer, that is why standing before a holy 
object has always been expressed in bows accompanied by prayers. When worshipping 
the icons of the Saviour an Orthodox Christian says the Lord’s prayer to himself or: “I 
have sinned innumerable times, Oh, Lord, have mercy upon me”; before icons of the 
Saints he says: “Pray ye to God for us”; before images of Our Lady a believer knowing of 
the extraordinary power of Her intercession prayers before Her Son, invokes: “Oh, the 
Holiest Virgin, save us”.3
Joseph of Volotsk while recalling a legend of the Archeiropoietos Image, wrote that 
after the death of Christ the Apostles ordered Luke the Evangelist “to paint His most pure 
image in the icon” so that they could worship Him. St. Joseph continued that Apostles, 
Fathers and teachers of the Church, “set a tradition of painting the holiest images of God, 
and the Saviour, and His Saints on the northern and western and on all walls of temples 
worshipping and venerating them” (Prepodobnyj Iosi f  Voloc kij  1994: 77-8). St. Joseph 
put worshipping veneration of icons in the first place and differentiated two kinds of wor-
ship: corporeal and mental, believing that true worship should include both levels. When 
physical vision is directed toward an icon and spiritual vision toward its Protoplast “then 
with all your heart, mind and sense raise the eyes of your mind in the purity of the heart” 
to the sacred object, and your “physical eyes raise to the most honest icon ... and worship 
them (icons - K. Ts.) mentally - in your soul, and physically - with your body” (Ibid.: 
93-4).
1 An anonymous Byzantine author of the 10’i> century describes a custom of ceremonial veneration of the 
icon of the Archeiropoietos Image of the Lord in Edessa that took place during the Week of the Triumph of 
Orthodoxy, when restoration of the veneration of icons (842) was celebrated. (“O svjatoj i nerukotvornoj ikoné 
lisusa Xrista Boga nasego, как étilos’ v gorode Edesse iiteljami ego.” The text in: STER1.1GOVA, I. A. О znaőe- 
nii dragocennogo ubora v pocitanii svjatyx ikon. In: Cudotvornaja ikona v Vizantii i DREVNEJ Rusi. Moskva, 
1996, pp. 127-128). The custom described and other processions with icons took shape in Russia as Processions 
with the Cross.
2 Bowing as one of the forms of veneration of a sacred object is known from the Old Testament, where it 
is said that Joshua entering the Tabernacle “fell to the earth upon his face before the Arc of his Lord” (Jos. 7, 6). 
From the New Testament it is known that Our Lord Jesus Christ when praying to His Heavenly Father kneeled 
down and fell on his face (Lk. 22, 41; Mt. 26, 39). The Samaritan healed by Jesus “fell down on his face at his 
feet, giving him thanks” (Lk. 17. 16). Both Saint Apostles (Acts 9, 40; 20, 36; Eph. 3, 14) and Fathers of the 
Church (IOANN ZLATOUST, svyatitel. Tvoreniya. T.3. Besedy о tom, cto ne dolzno razglasat' grexov bratij. St. 
Petersburg, 1897. p. 373) used to kneel down.
3 On kinds of prayer and their significance in spiritual perfection of a Christian see in: SKURAT, К. E. Xris- 
tianskoe ucenie о molitve i ее znacenie v dele nravstvennogo soversenstvovanija. Klin, 1999.
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Among the ways to get closer to God, ancient sources mention first of all praying be-
fore icons as well as lying on the ground and kneeling (Veniamin  arxiepiskop 1992: 64). 
In the description of confession in Nilo-Sorskaja pustyn (17th century) it is said that a 
monk “(f]irst makes a bow before holy icons with humility. Then pronounces a verse 
addressing the father and brethren. And he falls on his face in the middle, confessing his 
sins and is held by them and he asks for forgiveness and prayers of the father and his 
brethren” (Roman enko  2000: 107).
The tradition of “falling on one’s face” or prostrating oneself was mentioned by for-
eign diplomats and travellers in the 17th—18th centuries. Thus A. Olearius wrote that “Rus-
sians performed prayers in both kneeling and prostrated position and the Tsar Aleksej 
Mixailovic often prayed in the same manner” (Olear ij : 158). Simple and deep bows 
before icons were widespread in the tradition of Russian piety even if the Church Statutes 
did not prescribe them. Those who expressed special zeal were treated by simple people 
with great respect and love especially if they were noblemen or, of course, Tsars observ-
ing forms of piety accepted by a folk tradition.
Our contemporary - starec Zechariah (1850-1936) also used to speak about praying 
in a prostrated posture before icons. In the teachings to his spiritual children concerning 
melancholy (a sin that kills will, senses and mind) he advised to lie in a cross-like posture 
while praying as many ascetics in the ancient times used to do to combat passions (Starec 
Zaxarija 1998: 78). The starec recommended to say the following prayer while doing it: 
“Let God resurrect and His enemies dispel” or a canon to the Precious and Life-giving 
Cross wherein it is said: “The Purest Virgin Mother of God spreading Thy hands in a 
cross-like posture toward the One put onto the Cross, Oh, Lady, offer up Thy prayers for 
all who faithfully pray to Thee”. Father Zechariah had a wonderful gift of casting unclean 
spirits out of the possessed, but before it he prayed ardently, lying in a cross-like posture. 
A witness describing a divine service in the village of Rakitnoe of Belgorod province in 
the 1970s noticed that Archimandrite Seraphim (Tjapockin) after entering the temple 
used to proceed to the central analoi. At that moment it was customary to sing: “Seeing 
the resurrection of Christ...”. To that singing father Seraphim usually kissed all icons in a 
kneeling posture, then prostrated himself and the whole temple followed him (Ierodiakon 
SOFRONIJ 1998: 83).
Kneeling before icons is a token of gratitude for blessings and sufferings, a token of 
humility before the Lord, an external way to express one's sinfulness. Such Russian 
Saints as Sergius of Radonéi, Nilos of Stolbensk and Seraphim of Sarov passed away in a 
prayerful posture before icons.
Washing is one of the lost forms of veneration of icons. This custom was described 
by a Byzantine historian of the 9th century: “in the middle week of the holy fasts, on the 
fourth? day the Archpriest opened an icon case and washed an icon with a special “un-
touchable” wet sponge. Water squeezed from it was distributed among people and was 
considered healing, especially for eye diseases”. The tradition of washing venerated icons 
was continued in Russia. From “The Legend of Miracles Worked by the Icon of Our 
Lady of Vladimir” the text of which took shape in 1163-1164, it is known that water used 
for washing miracle-working icons was sent to the suffering in the different comers of the 
country. It is possible that in the 12lh century there was a special service order of washing
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icons analogous to a later order mentioned in the Books of Needs. “To wash the Relics of 
the Saints, or wet the Cross, or drink water from the Cross according to the order.” 
(NlKOL’SKU 1885: 257-76)
The text of Domostroj - a book written by a priest Sylvester, a contemporary of 
Svjatitel Nikolai, confirms the spread of this custom at least up to the 17lh century. Syl-
vester wrote that in case of a disease or any other suffering “he should heal by the mercy 
of God”, by tears, prayer and repentance. “And to encourage spiritual fathers to pray to 
God: to sing prayers, bless water from precious crosses and from holy relics and from 
miracle-working images” (Domostroj 1991: 41).
Sources dated from the middle of the 19th century at the latest point out that in Pskov 
region the washing of icons was remembered as a special rite established in the Tixvin 
monastery since time immemorial (Opisanie ctimyx ikon 1994: 37). The washing of the 
miracle-working image - the Tixvin Icon of the Mother of God - was performed on 
Thursday of the Holy Week. After finishing the liturgy the Archmandrite with the breth-
ren served the moleben with the blessing of water before the Icon. After thrice-repeated 
submersion of the cross into water a keeper of the Icon in an epitrachelion opened a 
golden vestment of the image, while a Father Superior having bowed three times washed 
the Icon with holy water and then applied kerchiefs (previously sprinkled with holy wa-
ter) brought by believers to the sacred object to wipe it and blessed the kerchiefs. The 
Father Superior, brethren and then believers kissed the miracle-working Icon and the 
blessed water was distributed among those present. Though at the time of the Second 
World War the Icon was taken away to America, many monasteries and parish churches 
of Russia keep renowned copies of that miracle-working image.
The kissing of holy icons is also of Byzantine origin. Maximus the Confessor wrote 
that on special occasions they used to kiss icons of Christ and the Holy Virgin (Evsee va  
1994: 68). Ancient sources contain few references to this tradition. Holy fathers in the 7lh 
century after taking an important decision would kiss sacred objects and in confirmation 
that the decision was right were thus granted blessing: "... and after that all stood up and 
falling down with tears repented and offered up prayers, and each one of them kissed the 
Holy Gospels and the Precious Cross and the image of Our Saviour Jesus Christ and the 
Holy Virgin that gave birth to Him, having put their hands (on all these) to confirm their 
words” (Prepodobnyj Ioann  Damas kin  1993: 163).
In Russia the tradition has been strengthened and developed. When entering a temple 
each believer kisses an icon of the holiday and then kisses the most revered images as 
well as those before which he will pray. For many centuries in Russian religious tradition, 
veneration of icons in the form of kissing has not gone through any changes. Established 
rules are still valid. Thus the Patriarchal Service Book dating from the middle of the 17th 
century explains that when kissing the icons of the Saviour one should kiss a foot (in case 
of a half-length image - a hand); the icons of the Virgin and Saints - a hand; the icons of 
the Archeiropoietos Image of the Saviour and the Beheading of St. John the Baptist - a 
hair plait (Cto dolzen znat’ 1995: 42).
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The rite of kissing the icons at the entrance to the altar refers to the early forms of 
involvement of images into everyday divine service.4 The most frequently celebrated 
Liturgy of John Chrysostom includes prayers, after saying which a priest and a deacon 
kiss the icons of Christ and the Holy Virgin by the Royal Doors. At the time of the Little 
Entrance a priest kisses a lesser icon of the Saviour at the side of the Royal Doors. Ex-
plaining this kissing Simeon of Thessalonica wrote: “When an Archpriest kisses the 
Doors it means that Christ opened us the entrance to the Holy through the veil of His 
flesh” (Ven iamin  arxiepiskop 1992: 170). Then the priest turns his face to the west, 
blesses a candle bearer, kisses a similar icon of the Holy Virgin near the Royal Doors and 
after entering the altar kisses the altar table. After that the deacon asks the priest for a 
blessing for the time of the Thrice-Holy, stands at the Royal Doors facing the believers 
and pointing with the orarion to the icon of the Saviour, and turning to the icon of the 
Holy Virgin and the altar table finishes the priest’s exclamation: “...and unto ages of 
ages”.
A custom of kissing on the night of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ remained only in 
the Orthodox tradition. “Christ resurrected!” - they say on Easter. “Verily resurrected!” 
it is heard in reply and by mutual thrice repeated kissing the believers not only express 
Pascal joy but also pay tribute to the image of God mystically reflected in each person. In 
the mystery of the Holy Night, when the redemptive sacrifice of the Saviour wins the 
transcendental victory, the Creator and the creation come mystically together and all 
mankind that glorify the resurrected God finds truly collegial existence becoming for a 
moment a living icon of the deified world. The kissing of icons and Pascal greeting at the 
time of the Pascal service among clergy have always been performed in a particularly 
solemn manner. G. Georgievskij recorded that in the 17th century on Easter during Pascal 
greetings in the altar of the Uspenskij Cathedral (Cathedral of the Dormition) in Moscow 
key-keepers offered the Gospel to one Metropolitan, the image of the Resurrection of 
Jesus Christ to another, and various icons to co-serving priesthood. When all in the altar 
stood in a row - Pascal greeting started. The Patriarch kissed the Gospel and icons held 
by priests and, greeting the latter with the words: “Christ resurrected!” kissed them. After 
that Pascal greeting took place in the middle of the temple (Georg ievs kii : 124-7).
One more form of veneration of icons is incense censing by a priest during a divine 
service, a procession with the Cross, and prayer services at home before icons. When a 
priest and choir-members sing holiday songs paying tribute to the Protoplast depicted in 
the icon, censers and incense put to them symbolise “gifts brought by wise men from the 
East: gold, and frankincense, and myrrh” (Ven iamin  arxiepiskop 1992: 10).
As a Church legend narrates, when the first human beings, Adam and Eve, lived in 
the Garden of Eden they walked in the garden and glorified God and the beauty created 
by Him. According to the Orthodox Christian concept a temple is the Garden of Eden and
4 In Ihe “Book of Ceremonies" by Constantine (10th century) and later in liturgical Order of Service known 
from a manuscript of the 12th century it is said that the emperor as well as the archpriest before entering the altar 
of St. Sofia of Constantinople kissed “a holy icon" in the Royal Doors to the left. - (See: Lidov , A. M. Vizanti- 
yski antependium. О simvolicheskom prototipe vysokogo ikonostasa. In: Ikonostas. Proisxozdenie. Razx-itie. 
Simvolika. Moskva, 2000. p. 166).
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when at the time of the divine service they open the Royal Doors, it is as if the altar and 
the whole temple turn into Paradise. A priest symbolises Adam and a deacon, holding a 
candle, Eve. When going round the church they glorify the Almighty by censing, while 
the choir sings: “Marvellous are Thy deeds. Thou created everything by wisdom...” 
(Ibid.: 79). On the side doors of the iconostasis through which they go out for censing, 
Saint Deacons Stefan and Laurentius are most frequently depicted. The image of a dea-
con symbolises standing before angels during a divine service.5 Censers in the hands of 
deacons have a special significance for they remind us both of services in the Tabernacle 
of the Old Testament and of offering up incense at the wall of Heavenly Jerusalem.6 A 
censer was used for burning incense on the golden altar before the Holy of Holies (see 
Ex. 40, 26-27). The church of the New Testament inherited this sacred rite in the mean-
ing of sacrifice because a priest at each censing says a prayer: “A censer we bring to 
Thee, Oh, Jesus with a spiritual fragrance, take it in Thy Heavenly Credence...” 
(MURETOV 1895: 258). I. A. Salina writes that the Old Testament priests - Zechariah, 
Aaron, Abel and Melchizedek - with censers in their hands were also depicted on side 
doors of iconostases of the 16th—17th centuries. There were such paired figures on the 
doors of the Church of the Resurrection of Christ in Tver, and in Novgorod temples: the 
Church of John the Baptist on Opoki, and the side-altar of St. Anthony’s monastery 
(Sauna  2000: 570, and footnote 66). The Old Testament priests stood for Christian 
priests, and the censer of the Tabernacle for the altar censer. “And another angel came 
and stood at the altar, having a golden censer; and there was given unto him much in-
cense, that he should offer it with the prayers of all saints upon the golden altar which 
was before the throne. And the smoke of the incense, which came with the prayers of the 
saints, ascended up before God out of the angel’s hand” (Rev. 8, 3^4).
It is known that once a year the Old Testament High Priest entered the Holy of Ho-
lies where he used a golden censer for a purifying sacrifice. That action is remembered in 
the Censer prayer read by a priest during censing of the northern part of the altar: “Oh 
God Who accepted Abel’s gifts, Noah’s and Abraham’s and Zechariah’s sacrifice, accept 
as well incense from the hands of us, sinful ... for the sake of abandonment of sins” 
(Muret ov  1895: 259).
In churches not only icons are censered but all Christians to show reverence for God 
for He manifests Himself in His images: icons and people. At the most solemn moments 
of the divine service the rite of censing symbolises thanksgiving and offering a prayer. L. 
A. Uspenskij wrote that “icons serve as mediators between the depicted and the praying 
owing to blessed communion, for the state of grace acquired by a Saint inter vivos stays 
in his icons”. In this manner a prayerful contact between Saints and believers takes place.
5 Images of cherubs were embroidered on a curtain of the Tabernacle. In Russian tradition of the divine 
service there is a curtain dated back to the 15lh century bearing an image of the “guarding Archangel Michael, 
which was used in Alexandro-Svirskij monastery in the 17tb— 18th centuries as a door to the Credence. (See: 
Sauna  2000: 568).
6 According to I. A. Salina the composition of the triple entrance to the altar goes back to the icon of 
Heavenly Jerusalem that was sent down by God to the earth and seen by St. John in Revelation: “And had a 
wall great and high ... [havingl on the east three gates; on the north three gates; on the south three gates; and on 
the west three gates” (Rev. 21, 12-13).
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During a divine service “when a priest censers he embraces by this gesture the depicted 
Saints and the assembly of the praying in the temple expressing thus the unity of the 
Church, both heavenly and earthly (USPENSKIJ 1997: 106-7). Such unity of “living and 
existing” people and the departed is represented in the well-known Four-Part icon7 of the 
16th century from the local row of the iconostasis of the Moscow Kremlin Cathedral of 
the Annunciation. Scholars at different times related its complicated graphic composition 
to the content of the texts of prayers and songs of the daily and yearly circles of divine 
worship (USPENSKIJ 1968; Podo bed ova  1972: 16-7, 40-58). In particular, one of the 
levels of “reading” of the Four-Part icon, according to N. Ju. Markina, is represented in 
its four compound parts corresponding to the four cardinal points (MARKINA 1994: 280). 
Such geographical orientation is echoed in the liturgical censing of the credence from the 
four sides.
The Holy Fathers often emphasised the significance of censing. Blessed Simeon of 
Thessalonica, when explaining censing wrote that “incense purifies and sanctifies the air 
and, at the same time, our senses of smell and breath” and symbolises the Holy Spirit 
through Which blessing descends (see Sime on  Solu nsk ij 1987: 30). The Gospel 
According to St. Luke and the Hagiography narrate of a profound prayer of righteous 
Zechariah, when an angel appeared to him in the temple during censing (see St. Luke 1). 
Peasants also knew of the cleansing properties of incense and therefore attached great 
importance to censing due to its ability to expel evil spirits. Thus censing in the whole 
realm where icons and people can be found signifies their consecration. A priest censes 
people because in a sense they are also icons, the image of God to which deference 
should be shown.
For an Orthodox Christian a candle lighted in front of an icon is a symbol of love for 
God, a sign of faith and hope for the Lord’s help always given to those who turn to Him 
with a prayer. That is why every believer first lights a candle or an icon-lamp before 
icons and then says a prayer.8 A tradition of lighting candles goes back to the time of the 
Prophetic service of Moses when, as the Old Testament narrates he was given an order to 
make a candlestick of pure gold with seven lamps (see Ex. 25, 31-40). Since then ser-
vices with lamps have been performed in the Tabernacle (see Ex. 30, 8; 40, 4, 25). Burn-
ing lamps and candles have always served as symbols of the guidance of God. “For thou 
art my lamp”, О Lord, king David exclaims (2 Sam. 22, 29). “Thy word is a lamp for my 
foot”, he says in another book (Psalter 118, 105). Saint Apostles, first followers of Christ 
would also light lamps when coming together for a prayer and conversation: “And there 
were many lights in the upper chamber, where they were gathered together” (Acts 20, 8).
In the ancient Christian Church there was a rite to bring candles to the temple for 
Vespers when they sang “O, gladsome light” - a song telling of spiritual light enlighten-
ing every person, i.e., of Christ who enlightened the world by the light of His blessed
7 The history of this icon is connected with the period of restoration works in the Kremlin after the fire of 
1547 as well as with the Church Council of 1553-1554 when the so-called “Djak Viskovatyj case” was exam-
ined - on the lawfulness of creating icons with complicated theological content, including the Four-Fart icon.
8 Before the 18ti' century at the divine services especially in small villages and remote monasteries wooden 
vessels were used and splinters burnt instead of candles, like in the early ages of Christianity. (POLONSKAYA, N. 
D. Istoriko-kuUurnyj atlas po russkoj istorii. Kiev, 1914. Vyp. 3. p. 50).
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knowledge. During daily divine services in churches candles and icon-lamps are lighted 
as well. Blessed Jerome testifies to the spiritual importance of candles: “In all Eastern 
Churches when there is the time to read the Gospel, candles are lighted by the light of the 
sun as well - verily, not for the sake of expulsion of darkness but as the token of joy, in 
order to show the other Light under the cover of sensible light...” (Bex Canov : 61). The 
7th Ecumenical Council secured the ancient tradition by ordering that the holy icons and 
relics, the Holy Cross and the Gospel in the Church should be revered with censing in-
cense and lighting candles (Karta Sev  1999: 50).
A candle burning before an icon in a temple is also a custom of veneration of a sa-
cred object. According to an ancient order, in a newly consecrated temple an archpriest 
lights and puts the first candle with his own hands behind the altar table (Nikanor , 
arxiepiskop 15). In the churches of ancient Russia there was a custom to light big can-
dles. An unknown Englishman, who visited Russia in the 16lh century, went to the Trinity 
monastery (which one in particular is not indicated). He wrote that there he “was shown a 
church in which there were as many icons as it was possible to hang on the walls”, many 
of the images being richly decorated. “In the middle of the church there thirteen wax can-
dles stood two arshins lengthwise and around a sazhen thick; a cauldron with wax weigh-
ing about 100 [obviously poods] also stood there, in which a lamp was burning perma-
nently, like an icon-lamp which could not be blown out notwithstanding whether it was 
day or night” (Rossija, éto sama zizn ’ 1999: 41).
Paul of Aleppo, who observed the religious life of the Russian people in the 17th 
century, noted that each person going to church carried one or several candles to light 
before icons. It was customary to incorporate money into candles, which afterwards 
went to the church. He also mentioned that at that time icon-lamps were rarely used 
because oil was very expensive and it froze in winter, that is why candles were often 
put in icon-lamps (Alepp skij  1897). Since Russia was long renowned as a country rich 
in wax, candles burned in churches at all times being in a sense a bloodless sacrifice to 
the Lord.
In the 19lh century a correspondent S. Mironov while answering questions of the 
Ethnographical Bureau of prince Tenisev wrote that each householder bought candles and 
put them before his favourite icon. Candles for health would more often be put by men 
before an icon of the Saviour, and by women before an icon of the Holy Virgin. Many 
candles were put before a highly respected icon of Saint Nicolas the Miracle-Worker. 
“When one wishes to give hidden alms, he passes the money for a candle around from 
afar with the indication that a candle be put before a certain icon. This way the money 
comes to the candle box. A churchwarden after receiving the money puts the candle him-
self or passes it to the nearest believer”. Some people, on the contrary, distrusting persons 
standing closer to icons, after purchasing a candle force their way through the crowd, 
make a sign of the cross before the image and put the candle themselves. Then they make 
a sign of the cross three times again and step aside, not going to the back but standing 
ahead of all (Rossijskij Etnograficeskij musej (REM) f. 7, inventory 1, file 1502, pp. 13- 
4; file 938, p. 9). In Cerepovetskij district of Novgorod province they would follow dif-
ferent rules: approaching the icon at a distance of two to three steps they bowed from the 
waist three times and after putting a candle moved back to the same distance with their
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faces turned to the icon, not showing it their backs. Then they would bow deeply three 
times and return to their places with dignity. In the village of Suklina Dmitrij Grigoriev 
was considered the most prayerful. He used to put a candle before one of the icons during 
every divine service. “It is a sin to pray at the expense of somebody else’s candle when 
you keep the fast,” he would say (REM f. 7, inventory 1, file 841, p. 17, 21).
In Niznelomovski district of Penza province it was customary to touch a shoulder of 
a devotee standing before one when passing a candle through the rows of the praying, 
both persons bowing to each other (REM, f. 7, inventory 1, file 1369, p. 2-3).
In the old days many people before starting some important project gave a pledge to 
put a candle to an icon behind the altar, an icon before the Royal Doors or before an im-
age of one of the Saints. Similarly it was customary to put candles on successful comple-
tion of the project. Today many non-observing people when entering an Orthodox temple 
and not knowing what to do, intuitively understand that by putting a candle before an 
icon they would make their first right step in the church - make their first minor sacrifice 
to the Lord. Thus during the whole history of the Orthodox Christian church in Russia 
believers turned to God in joy and sorrow, consecrating their prayer with the flame of a 
candle, hoping to receive blessings from the Saints for indeed “with what measure ye 
mete, it shall be measured to you again” (Mt. 7, 2).
The decoration of icons can also be regarded as an outer form of veneration of icons. 
In ancient Russian sources - annals, legends of miracle-working icons, spiritual charters, 
church hymnography (akathists) and even epigraphy - there are many descriptions of the 
decorations of images. Not dwelling on the precious attire of icons, we will briefly men-
tion pledge pendants which can also be considered as a form of decorations. They have 
been made according to a pledge, in gratitude for miraculous healing. Believers who had 
recovered from diseases of limbs and eyes, would bring images of the healed parts of the 
body as gifts and hang them on bands, strings and chains. V. V. Igosev mentions that 
some of these pendants bore inscriptions, such as: “about the health”, “for health”, “for 
suffering”. They would often bear the names of the Saints to whom a prayer was offered, 
or the names of donors in need of healing were also chased and engraved on them 
(IGOSev  1997: 62).
Evidently the origin of the custom goes back to the miracle that happened to an ar-
dent advocate of the veneration of icons, venerable John of Damascus (8th century). Be-
ing an adherent of the faith and piety, the right hand with which the Saint rendered his 
great service for the protection of the Orthodox Church was severed. He ordered that the 
severed hand be bound to his arm with an “ubrus” taken from the icon of Our Lady and 
the hand miraculously adhered to the stump. In memory of the miracle, Saint John of 
Damascus made a silver image of a hand and attached it to the holy icon, which has since 
then been called “the Three-Handed” (BUSLAEV 1861: 123). The first copies of the icon 
are known in Russia since the middle of the 17lh century.
In Yaroslavl province as late as the 1890s there existed a custom of decorating the 
most revered icons in a church with such pendants. A recovered person ordered a minia-
ture image of a healed hand, foot or heart made of silver or other metal and hung it with a 
silk band on the icon as a token of gratitude. This custom was quite popular in the prov-
ince. The hanging of pendants was recorded in Danilovskij, Lubimskij districts, in
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churches of Romanovo-Borisoglebsk, in temples of Uglic and in Posexona Cathedral 
(REM f. 7, inventory 1, file 1759).
Before the October revolution in Pskov near the Saint Varlaam of Xutynsk Cathedral 
there was a chapel also called Varlaam Chapel. In it was an icon of Our Lady “Consola-
tion of all the Afflicted” with a pendant in the form of two eyes attached to it. This gift 
was made by Pskov Archpastor Metodius II, to whom the icon had granted healing from 
an eye disease (Xudotvornye ikony Vol. 2, 1993: 693).
The custom of attaching pendants as a token of gratitude for the healing was pre-
served not only in the provinces. In the beginning of the 20lh century numerous pendants 
attached to the famous Iberian Icon of Our Lady testified to the gratitude of Moscow be-
lievers healed by the sacred icon (Ibid. Vol. 1: 161). Many believers hang their crosses, 
chains, beads and rings on the icon. Many such pendants were (and are) attached to the 
icon of Our Lady “Seeking the Lost” in the Moscow church of the Resurrection in Zhda-
nov street. Sometimes pendants presented were used for the renovation of icon orna-
ments.
In the village of Suxaja Kaligorka of Zvenigorod district of Kiev province in a Parish 
Church of St. John the Theologian a miracle-working icon of Our Lady of Kaligorka was 
kept. The icon became famous in the 18lh century. Among numerous pendants there one 
could see a silver bullet. In the church records it was said that during the war between 
Russia and Turkey in 1828 a colonel S. Z. was located with his regiment in this area and 
visited this church where he prayed before the miracle-working icon. Soon after he was 
wounded with a splinter of a bullet near the heart in such a way that according to doctors 
there was no hope for recovery. Meanwhile a batman, who was tending the wounded 
colonel, saw in his dream an old man (Saint Apostle and Evangelist John the Theologian 
as followed from the description), who, under the threat of punishment for not obeying, 
ordered the batman to tell his master to turn to the Most Holy Virgin for help. The colonel 
started to pray ardently to Our Lady for healing, remembering the miracle-working icon 
of Kaligorka. Then for the first time after the prolonged insomnia he was suffering from 
due to severe pain, he fell asleep. In his dream he saw a Lady similar to the image from 
the Kaligorka icon, who with Her hand pulled out the splinter lodged near his heart and 
said: “Get up!” On awakening he actually saw the splinter lying on the bed. When he had 
fully recovered, he ordered a silver bullet to be made, put the splinter in it, and engraved 
on the bullet a heart with his initials S. Z. and the words: “what I was wounded by and 
near what - those I sacrifice” (Ibid. Vol. 2, 781).
There were other kinds of pendants as well. Before the revolution the Cathedral of 
the Dormition in Velikij Ustjug had an icon “Hodegetria” of Ustjug famous for its mira-
cles. On 13 June 1813 a head of the local police, who had been suffering from a severe 
disease for many years, was bestowed full recovery after a prayer service before the icon. 
In gratitude for the mercy manifested he hung on the icon a silver plate with a description 
of the miracle (Ibid. 485).
Though the peasants had more modest material means, they venerated icons no less 
than the upper classes. Thus in Kargopolie, the memory of the Venerable Saint Macarius 
of Unza, Nizni Novgorod, was particularly respected. The spiritual centre of the district 
was St. Macarius’s Monastery of Xergozero known since 1764. On St. Macarius’s Com-
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memoration Day (7 August) the people of all nearby and remote villages gathered there. 
As our contemporaries still remembering those festivals report, St. Macarius was re-
spected in LekSmozer’e as the quickest and the most reliable defender and saviour from 
all diseases and troubles. “(They) went on Macarius’s Day (to the monastery) by villages, 
believing that once a pledge was given to the Saint a sick person would recover and a 
child would become stronger. There were different vows: in case of a headache they hung 
a kerchief on the icon of the Saint, in case of body diseases a length of material, in case 
of diseases of the lower limbs, stockings”.
Praskovja Fedorovna Basova, a native of that area telling about the healing power of 
the Saint described the case of her acquaintance whom doctors were not able to help. 
“She gave a pledge. She was to go to St. Macarius, and she had two things to vow. She 
hung them on the icon and lighted three thin candles in three places - she knew where to 
put them - and she kneeled and prayed. I met her not long ago: she looked quite different, 
not ill, she had put on weight,9 she used to be very thin. She had become so pretty” 
(Melexo va -NOSOV 1994: 123-6).
Today when Russian Orthodox traditions are reviving one can see pendants brought 
by grateful believers by respected icons in many churches. They are generally crosses, 
beads and rings. A miracle-working icon of Our Lady of Kazan kept in the Cathedral of 
the Theophany in Moscow, a miracle-working icon “Joy Unhoped-for” kept in the Mos-
cow Church named after that icon (in Mar’ina Rosea) and many other venerated images 
of Our Lady are decorated this way.
These forms of veneration of icons in a temple have hardly changed for a thousand 
years since the time of the baptism of Russia. Love for icons is a part of the religious 
conscience of believers. Russian Christians today bear out a living Russian Orthodox 
reality with their faith and spiritual integrity. The growing number of temples and icons 
in them represent a symbol of a spiritually unsubdued Russia.
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Fig. 1. Pesanskaja icon of Our Lady with votive gifts (gold rings, chains, etc.). Village Izjum, province of 
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Fig. 2. Near the wonder-working Smolensk-Kostroma icon (fresco). Kostroma, the Church by the name of
Smolensk icon of Our Lady, 2003
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Fig. 3. Kissing the icon of Saint Trinity on feast of Holy Trinity. The cathedral of Assumption of Our Lady.
Rjazan, 2002
Fig. 5. Kissing the icon of Saint Trinity on feast 
of Holy Trinity. The cathedral of Assumption 
of Our Lady. Rjazan, 2002
Fig. 4. Kissing the icon of Saint Trinity on feast 
of Holy Trinity. The cathedral of Assumption 
of Our Lady. Rjazan, 2002
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Abstract: The study gives a survey of the history of research on the legend type mentioned in the 
title, in Hungary and abroad, and makes the reader acquainted with the newly published Hungarian texts 
and theories. Towards the end of the 19lh century comparative philology possessed a great number of data 
about the dualistic legend of the creation of the earth. Dragomanov’s monograph (based on Veselovskii’s 
and others thorough exploratory work to some extent, itself a synopsis) appeared and was extended in the 
other great comprehensive study of the century, Dähnhardt’s Natursagen. The problematic issues in the re-
search have been the written sources. The sacred books of the Bogomils do not draw up the dualistic crea-
tion legend of the earth in the form it is known from the folklore: the only apocryphal document that actu-
ally contains that form is the one titled Svitok bozestvennyx knig [Bundle of Divine Books], or О Tive- 
riadskom more [About the Tiberian Seal - but it can be found under different titles as well. In the last 
years a debate about its origin has formed. Likewise, in case of the Hungarian texts we could just ignore 
the problem of when and where they came from: they simply exist, are rich in variations, beautiful and a 
part of Hungarian culture. And yet, Hungarian researchers are constantly intrigued by this question; what 
sort of culture did we have of our own at the time of the conquest, what is the link that connects us to our 
relatives? The creation legend of the earth cannot be examined as an independent typological unit. The 
Slavic apocrypha remain the basis for further research; the texts are supplemented with two important 
elements. First of all the whale-motive requires further elaboration, then the story of the creation of man-
kind and the Noah-legends require more comprehensive examinations. All the more so since Hungarian 
folklore, with the new results of research, presents an unbelievably rich collection of this kind of material. 
The myth of the creation of the earth is an organically integrated element of the system of dualistic crea-
tion-legends in Hungarian folklore. Its variability indicates that, in spite of the individual, fresh borrow-
ings, this system could not have been formed in a matter of seconds. This system goes by the surrounding 
peoples’ culture but retains its local touch that is worth introducing.
Keywords: apocrypha, Slavic apocrypha, creation of the earth, Apocrypha about the Tiberian Sea, 
dualistic creation legend
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56 Ilona Nagy
RESEARCH ON THE TOPIC: HYPOTHESES OF THE EVOLUTION 
OF THE LEGEND BEFORE BOGOMILISM
IN HUNGARY: LAJOS KÁLMÁNY, LAJOS VARGYAS
In one of his early works, Lajos Vargyas (VARGYAS 1947) first just raised the topic, 
then in 1977 elaborately worked out his concept of how the dualistic legend of the crea-
tion of earth could have entered Hungarian folklore (VÁRGYAS 1977: 109-110, 120). 
Later he republished this same study unabridged but not containing his notes (Varg yas  
1984), and several times revived his results in shortened forms (Varg ya s  1978: 22; 1996: 
8, 9, and in popular elaborations). All his works consider the Oriental elements of Hun-
garian folklore, more precisely those dating back to the times before Arpád’s conquest of 
Hungary. Thus the above-mentioned legend is just one of the numerous folklore data - 
the related information is well worth discussing. Lajos Vargyas himself encourages fur-
ther research: “So this is the picture I can show you now concerning our topic... Here is 
what we have had so far, here are the results up till now, and here is the past. Judging and 
further developing it is the task of those who come” (Vargy as  1996: 10). Lajos Vargyas 
listed the legend of the creation of earth among Hungarian Oriental folklore heritage rely-
ing on an incubus-myth collected by Lajos Kálmány at Magyarszentmihály and published 
in 1893. In his mythological study of great importance Kálmány outlines the Vogul 
(Mansi) legend of the creation of earth. Then, searching for its Hungarian equivalents he 
declares:
That is as much as we can introduce this time in this newly discovered, utterly 
Christian-tinted Hungarian myth: “When God created the World the Devil asked for 
the soul of the drunkard. He said he wanted the souls of those who ever get drunk. 
Seeing that the drunkard repent on their death-bed God refused and told the Devil he 
would give him the soul of the drunkard if he brought up a rope of sand from the bot-
tom of the sea. And so the Devil descended to the bottom of the sea but was not able 
to bring up the sand - thus did not get the soul of drunkards.”
That the devil of our traditions wishes to share the souls of drunkards with God and 
is unable to fulfill his task can all be attributed to the influence of Christianity. We find a 
likeness of this in the devil-prince fable taken down by Munkácsi about four decades 
after Reguly had done so with the creation myth discussed above (Numi-Torum loves 
Elm-pi, the child of a human couple descending from the sky on a rope, helps him in cre-
ating the world. It is Elm-pi who emerges the earth from the seas (Kálmány  1893: 5). 
And now it is not Elm-pi taking the role of the demiurge by the side of Numi-Torum but 
malicious, deceitful Kuly-Otir. Although in Russia Christianity was spread among Voguls 
by fire and sword at these times, still, the traces of Christianity in our linguistic traditions 
are necessarily more evident long after our nation had embraced the Christian religion. 
But we can derive no explanation from Christianity for that part of the legend where God 
sends the devil to fetch some sand from the bottom of the sea - that is the task of the 
demiurge devil and not that of the diabolic one (KÁLMÁNY 1893: 6).
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Here Kálmány inserted a footnote:
The Hungarian variation of this myth is as follows: “Once upon a time there was 
a man who had an incubus (an evil spirit). One week this spirit was with him and 
obeyed all his commands - the next week it was his son’s turn. The spirit kept ask-
ing: What, what, and what? The man answered: Get me some corn now! The spirit 
got him enough com to fill the whole farmyard. Then he said: Get me some money! 
And he got so much he was a very rich man now and got fed up with keeping the 
spirit. He turned to his neighbour for advice on what to do with the spirit, because it 
was always under his arm. Just send him to the very middle of the sea to fetch a rope 
of sand. The man went home and the spirit asked: What, what, what? Go and fetch a 
rope of sand from the middle of the sea! The spirit left and never returned” (Magyar- 
szentmihály). We must add to this, that ordinary folks regard an incubus as a demon. 
(Kálmá ny : 1893: 6-7)
Here Kálmány repeatedly mentioned the several versions of the legend of the 
“emerging of the earth” - the Vogul and Votyak versions published by Bernát Munkácsi, 
the Mordvin, Cheremis and Votyak versions published by Ferdinand Barna and the 
Bukovinian1, Transylvanian Romanian2, Buryat, Russian3 and finally Transylvanian 
Gypsy accounts (based on WLlSLOCKl 1885: 64) - and notes that the same theme occurs 
in the myth of the flood4. Kálmány continues his essay with the Vogul legend collected 
by Reguly that tells how Numi-Torum tied his own silver-buttoned belt around the world, 
Elm-pi finished the job and that is how the Ural Mountains were created. Kálmány draws 
a parallel between this myth and the Palots (Hungarian ethnic group) legend of how the 
dam of the lake at Endrefalva was formed. The latter story was collected by Kálmány 
himself at Ságújfalu (Kálmá ny  1893: 6-8) and can be found in Vargyas’s above- 
mentioned works - but we have nothing to add to it this time. Kálmány used a great 
number of texts to demonstrate the demiurge, and not diabolic, origin of the devil in 
Hungarian creation legends and arrives to the conclusion that “not counting the remains 
of the Islam and Christianity the data we collected prove our beliefs identical with that of 
the Voguls and show only an incidental similarity with the Turkish-Tatar, Mordvin and 
Votyak mythology. We also have found elements resembling the Gnostic teachings”
1 Based on the Zeitschrift für deutsche Mythologie und Sittenkunde I. 179. this same text would later be 
published by Dähnhardt too, although he refers to page 178, but does not specify the language of the original 
text. See Dähnh ardt  1907: 43.
2 Based on Miiller, |Fr.|: Siebenbiirgische Sagen. [2. Aufl. Hermannstadt, 1885]. Kálmány’s references in 
their original are excessively incomplete and inaccurate. Such is the case with the other early authors quoted in 
further parts of this study. Whereever 1 could I completed the data and made the necessary corrections [in 
brackets.] However, due to the inaccuracy of the referrals in many cases identifying and finding these old books 
in a library proved impossible. Thus in the main text and footnotes I used the bibliographic data of other au-
thors, while the works used for the present study are listed in the bibliograghy. The works 1 could not read per-
sonally I introduced here relying on the referrals but in a corrected version, whereas those 1 did actually worked 
on I present according to the original cyrillica.
3 Based on Ausland. 1866: 534; 1872: 1178.
4 Based on Andree [Richard|: Die Flutsagen: [Ethnographisch betrachtet. Braunschweig, 1891] 78-82.
58 Ilona Nagy
(KÁLMÁNY 1893: 27). Why Lajos Vargyas did not mention Kálmány’s main text in his 
concise analysis and why he considered the incubus-myth (quoted in one of his footnotes) 
the only possible basis for comparison is yet to be explained - but that is just why we felt 
it absolutely necessary to introduce Kálmány’s abovementioned work in such detail. 
More precisely, although he mentioned fragments in the plural, he did not go into detail 
discussing the text about the drunkard’s soul. Vargyas too was searching for the Vogul 
legend of creation in Hungarian popular belief but knew that “in the most archaic ver-
sions God’s ally dives to the bottom of the sea to fetch some sand in the shape of a water- 
bird (Varg yas  1977: 109). The incubus of Hungarian popular belief is mostly a chicken 
(still a bird if not a water-fowl), a creature known throughout the entire language area. 
The chicken-variant is widely known through the central and northern parts of the Hun-
garian-speaking territories, the eastern and southern parts of Transdanubia and the en-
tirety of the Great Hungarian Plain. Both in this form and in different ones (a tiny man, a 
devil-lover, etc.) it is closely tied, in name and in the complex system of related beliefs, 
to the devil-image (PÓCS 1980: 432-454). As to the means of getting rid of the incubus, 
allotting an impossible task is a dominant feature throughout the entire geographical area. 
The “fetching of a rope of sand”-incentive appears frequently among these features, often 
combined with the “fetching water in a sifter”-motive. The motive of “fetching sand from 
the sea in a rope” is known only from the data collected by Kálmány in the Hungarian 
villages of Torontál county (today Serbia) and of those collected by Vilmos Diószegi 
from the Moldavian Csángós at Egyházaskozár (Baranya county, Hungary). Similar mo-
tives include “fetching flour from the bottom of the sea” (in Szabolcs county), “fetching 
rope from the bottom of the sea” (Hungarian Ethnographic Atlas - MNA - Hertelendi- 
falva, Szekler informant from Bucovina), and “fetching sand from the bottom of the river 
Tisza with the help of a rope” (MNA, Tiszasiily).5 The incubus legend and the Earth 
Diver myth (the “sand fetched from the bottom of the sea”-motive) show largely identical 
geographical penetration: they are well-known primarily among the ethnic groups of the 
eastern territories (the Moldavian Csángó and the Bucovinian-Transylvanian; as we will 
later explain, in case of the legend of the genesis even Transylvanian Szeklers must be 
considered) but are sporadically spread in other areas as well.
So Vargyas’s opinion that the incubus-myth was shaped under the influence of the 
Earth Diver myth seems well founded, since the “fetching sand in a rope”-motive, even 
without linking it to the sea would have fulfilled the criteria of an impossible mission. 
The diabolical connotation of the incubus gives an obvious explanation to the substitution 
of the role (of the devil).
Introducing the Vogul creation legend Vargyas made the following comparison: “In 
Eastern European people’s culture this develops into a competition between God and the 
devil and during which the latter somehow manages to spoil the act of creation. For ex-
ample, he fetches a piece of earth but hides a small part of it in his mouth. And when God 
orders the clod of earth to grow the mouthful begins to swell too. So the devil has to spit 
it out - and thus creates the mountains of the world. Or in another version when God falls
5 Institute of Ethnology, Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Archives of Popular Beliefs, courtesy of Éva
Pócs.
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asleep the devil tries to push him into the water. But in whichever direction he tries to 
carry God’s body to the shore - the land keeps growing in front of them in just the same 
direction; and several different concepts” (Vargy as  1977: 109). The related footnote 
no. 7 refers to the works of Adolf STRAUSZ (1897: 5-23), Dähn har dt  (1907: 38-59), 
Dragom anov  (II. 1894: 3-21) and Harva  (1938: 114-127) and declares that the legend 
has several parallels in other nations’ mythology: a Bulgarian, numerous Ukrainian and 
Russian, one Romanian (identical with the Bulgarian), Transylvanian Gypsy, Altaic Tatar 
and Votyak. He continues with: “These fragments are not present in a fifteenth/sixteenth- 
century Russian legend: God meets the Satan on the Tiberian Sea and asks him: - Who 
are you? - God - the other answers. - And what am I called? - The God of gods. And 
God does not punish him but sends him to the bottom of the sea to fetch some sand. The 
devil succeeds and thus creates the earth. Carpathian Russians speak of two pigeons 
bringing up the earth,6 other texts include the devil in the act of creation” (VARGYAS 
1977: 109). Lajos Vargyas also mentions some interesting versions: “In a Ukrainian 
Christmas carol God sends Saint Peter and Saint Paul to fetch some sand from the bottom 
of the sea, but in vain and eventually God fetches it himself. According to a Bulgarian 
legend (Strau sz  1897: 8-9 note no. 9) God and the devil (bom of God’s shadow) enter 
into a contract to divide the world between the two of them. Later God goes back on his 
decision and sends an angel to steel the contract. The angel shows the devil that he (the 
angel) can fetch some sand from the bottom of the sea and challenges the devil if he is 
able to do so too. The devil sets off but turns back halfway to check if the angel had sto-
len his valuable treasure. Then he dives to the bottom of the sea but has difficulties re-
turning with his heavy load. By then the angel flies off to the sky with the document. 
Though the devil makes an attempt to follow but without avail - he manages to bite off a 
piece of the angel’s sole. It is the reason that all people have a hollow in the soles of their 
feet”7 (Varg yas  1977: 109-110).
It is clear that Lajos Vargyas knew the legend of the creation of the earth not only 
from the folklore of the Finno-Ugrian but also from that of the neighbouring Slavic and 
non-Slavic people. He referred to the written resource (the Apocrypha about the Tiberian 
Sea) and demonstrated through its examples and the legends discussed at the same place 
that the legend of the creation of the earth cannot be viewed separately from the circle of 
other, especially dualistic creation myths - an idea we have to consider highly important. 
He quoted Kálmány’s text on the making of the man and the horse, the devil’s unsuccess-
ful creative attempt as follows: the devil’ creations can never come to life, since it is for 
no one but God to give life or a soul, or the concept of animals holding up the earth, etc. 
In his work exploring the oriental roots of our traditions he reconstructed the state of af-
fairs concerning our topic at the times before the conquest of Hungary. He wrote: “Frag-
ments of our creation myths date back to the time of the Ugrian coexistence; the motive
6 Here footnote no. 8 refers to Straus z  (1897: 23) and Dähnh ardt  (1907: 44-45), most likely due to a 
misprint since the latter part tells about the Apocrypha of the Tiberian Sea (we have just discussed in the previ-
ous sentence). This legend is introduced on pp. 20-21 in Strausz’s book.
7 Vargyas’s footnote no. 10: “For the Serbian version see: Srpske narodne pripovjetke. Beograd, 1863: 2 
and: Srpske narodne pjesme 11. U Becu, 1845: 84-85, both by V[uk] Stfefanovic] Karadzic.”
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of the fetching of sand from the bottom of the sea and the conception of the world with a 
Leviathan, a buffalo or an ox (holding up the earth) originate from Volgán Turks” 
(Varg ya s 1977: 120). He maintained this opinion in his later works: “The 'bringing up 
earth’ has Turkish-Mongolian traditions in vast Siberian territories. ‘Being let down on a 
chain’, the devil-made man’s falling apart or the lake-dam at Endrefalva that is 'long 
enough to embrace the world’ are solely Ugrian inventions. But these existed in just as 
rare, fragmentary forms in our folklore as the Turkish-Mongolian originated ‘bringing up 
earth’ did, which, on the other hand, is present in Ugrian culture. It is not impossible that 
we had already had them in our folklore when we survived this Turkish influence” 
(Varg ya s  1996: 8).
At the 1978 conference Myth and History held in the building of the Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences I delivered a lecture about the myth of the creation of the earth, 
based on three Moldavian texts published by Sándor Bosnyák in 1969. The sudden ap-
pearance of the legend that had been sought after for more than a century (true, mainly by 
Lajos Kálmány alone!) could have caused a real sensation, but at the time it provoked no 
reactions. After the lecture Lajos Vargyas walked up to me, heartily congratulated me and 
rejoiced that using different resources 1 had arrived to the same conclusions as he had in 
his study published in 1977, which, unfortunately, I had not yet been familiar with at the 
time. My only achievement was that I slightly questioned the enthusiastic comment of the 
collector-author on finally discovering the Hungarian version of the Vogul creation leg-
end. I could do so primarily because I was familiar with the Bulgarian material. Besides 
Adolf Strausz’s works (which could have been enough) I knew some other Bulgarian 
works as well, some considerably new ones among them. At the Kliment Okhridski Uni-
versity in Sofia I made a handwritten copy of a thesis, the motif-index of the Bulgarian 
creation myths (Mits eva  1968). So I can say that I had a good grasp of the full material, 
including J. Ivanov’s monograph (1925) and recent text editions.
Both the English edition of Dragomanov’s studies and Dähnhardt’s work convinced 
me that the dualistic creation legend of the earth cannot be researched without consider-
ing the similar legends of the people living nearby, and the written records of the Bo-
gomil heresy. All the more so, since typologically the Hungarian texts indicate a closer 
relation to these, and not to the Vogul or other Finno-Ugrian people’s myths. I could refer 
to similar texts of American Indians thanks to a relatively recent study by A. B. Rooth 
(1957). The question whether being familiar with the 'earth brought up from the bottom 
of the sea’-motive is part of our ancient inheritance or was passed on to us by our south-
ern neighbours in medieval times I left open. “If we had brought it along from Asia we 
still have to take into consideration that, having lived right next to the radius of Bogomil 
doctrines this ancient tradition could not be left intact: it must have been fortified by 
them, if nothing else. As a third solution it is also possible that the popularity of Bo- 
gomilism was due to its incorporating the old Slavic and Bulgarian-Turkish traditions. Is 
it possible that the common elements of Bulgarian-Turkish and Hungarian people’s for-
mer culture live on, independently, in Hungarian and Baltic folklore?” (Nagy  1979: 328)
In the chapter denoted to legends of origin in the handbook Hungarian Ethnography 
I wrote about the myth of the creation of earth. I discussed Zolotarev’s twin myth-theory 
(Zolo tarev  1980) there (Nagy  1988). To the English version of that same study of
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mine I added A. Dundes’s Jungian interpretation (Nagy  1989), so I do not think it neces-
sary to go into further detail about it here.
The myth of the creation of earth has an incredibly rich research-history. A year after 
the Hungarian version of the present study had been published A. Johns issued an ex-
haustive treatise on the same subject. His proficiency in Slavic literature is truly fascinat-
ing. However, the considerable amount of Hungarian text corpus justifies a repeated sur-
vey of international research-history from the angle of Hungarian scientists. 1 focus on 
how these scientists utilized international results in researching the topic that intrigued 
them the most: the Finno-Ugrian originated traditions of Hungarians.
Lajos Kálmány was seeking evidences of a Finno-Ugrian relation in this legend. He 
set off a lasting aspiration: the similarity between Hungarian and Vogul, etc. texts has 
been proven since then. As there are no further developments in this field I excluded this 
material and the related literature from my survey, likewise the legends of the American 
continent(s).
I try to introduce the informational background that researchers of the topic could 
rely on in their attempt to explain the shaping and spreading of this text-type, and in what 
kind of concepts they had to integrate the Hungarian awareness of the legend. That is 
why I decided to include the reference data of the quoted studies throughout this study, as 
much as the aims render it necessary.
As it is evident in Lajos Kálmány’s references, towards the end of the 19,h century 
comparative philology possessed a great number of data about the dualistic legend of the 
creation of the earth. Obviously all the results of his research were followed with distinct, 
intense excitement. M. P. Dragomanov wrote the best summary of the time.
ABROAD
M. P. Dragomanov (1841-1895)
Earl W. Count (he wrote a dissertation about the earth-diver myth in 1935 at the Uni-
versity of California at Berkeley)8 supported the English translation and publishing of 
Dragomanov’s studies in 1961. He declared that the origin and history of this incompar-
able popular theory, the dualistic creation of the earth, was researched by such an out-
standing - mainly but not exclusively Slavic - group of scientists in the 19lh century 
who managed to integrate their profound material knowledge into the canon of western 
science in their works as no one else ever since (DRAGOMANOV 1961: vii). The First 
World War brought an end to this positivist or cosmopolitan, if you like, attitude that ac-
cumulated not only a number of mistaken ideas but also incomparable material knowl-
8 Count, Earl W.: The Earth-diver: an Attempt at an Asiatic-American Correlation. Phil. Diss. (typescript) 
University of California at Berkeley. Idem: The earth-diver and the rival twins: a clue to time correlation in 
Norlh-Eurasiatic and North American mythology. In Sol Tax (ed.): Indian Tribes of Aboriginal America. Se-
lected papers of the XXIXth International Congress of Americanists. Chicago, University of Chicago Press 
(Ltxrei.D, 1971: 205).
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edge in the spirit of comparative literature. Dähnhardt (1907) managed to complete the 
synthesis of 19lh century research in time: the 20th century was mostly limited to live on 
the results of the two of them.
Ukrainian Mikhajlo Petrovich Dragomanov wrote his series of studies in Bulgarian 
(a dedicated advocate of the Pan-Slavist movement, he worked as a university lecturer in 
Sofia and died there in 1895, see: Kirda n  1980: 838-841).9
The studies he dedicated to the myth of the dualistic creation of the earth begin with 
examples.
The first of the Bulgarian creation legends known by Dragomanov was issued in 
printing in 1868,10 the second in 1884, published by Drinov,11 but he was aware of Rus-
sian, Finnish and Turkish versions too. He was also familiar with texts indicating a more 
distant relationship coming from the Slavic and non-Slavic people of the territories “from 
the Adriatic to Yakutland” (Drag oman ov  1961: 1-9) He also published the Ukrainian 
Christmas carol that Vargyas referred to, relying on Strausz:
As it was ages ago,
Before the world began,
There lapped the blue sea;
On the blue sea 
Stood three plane-trees,
On the three plane-trees three doves: 
On the first dove 
Sat the Lord himself,
On the other dove 
Sat St. Peter,
On the third dove 
Sat St. Paul.
The Lord said to St. Peter:
‘Dive, Peter, to the bottom of the sea, 
Fetch, Peter, the yellow sand,
And carry it throughout the world. 
Create, Peter,
Heaven and earth,
Heaven with the stars,
Earth with flowers.’
9 In discussing Dragomanov’s rich life-work this particular series of studies appears only as an item listed 
in a footnote. The author of this entry in the encyclopaedia probably was not aware of the American-issued 
English edition and never read the Bulgarian original.
10 The resurce: Obshchi Trud, 111, 73-78 was put down by Bulgarian “colonist” D’enia in Bessarabia 
(IVANOV 1925: 329). In the English version of Dagomanov’s text the title of the periodical is consistently Obst 
Trud, explained by the transcript-routine of the British Museum and the Library of Congress. Since in my ex-
perience it is not in use currently I refer to my resource based on the title published by Ivanov in Bulgarian.
11 Strausz starts his book published in Hungarian with the same two texts (1897: 5-9), likewise, Dähnhardt 
began his own book (1907: 2-3), quoting Strausz’s first text (Strausz, Adolf: Die Bulgaren. Leipzig, 1898).
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Peter dived and did not fetch sand, 
And did not scatter it over the world, 
And Peter did not create 
Heaven and earth,
Neither heaven with the stars,
Nor earth with the flowers.
The same happened to Saint Paul, and then it was God himself who dived into the 
sea and created all that the two saints, substituting the Devil, could not.
A. Novosielsky published the text in 1857 in Vilna (Lud Ukrainski I.), and the 
French translation of one of its versions was issued in Paris, as early as 1864 
(Dragoman ov  1961: 9-10). Myk yt iuk  (1979: 78-82)12 introduced the unparalleled 
richness of the variational series of the Ukrainian Christmas carol (who sit on the tree, 
what kind of a tree, where that tree came from, what they fetch from the sea, what they 
create of that, etc.)
In this chapter, according to the title, I discuss Dragomanov’s ideas. Naturally, I 
make a clear distinction between the data borrowed from other resources and my own 
remarks. Dragomanov summarized the fervent research set off by the revelation of such 
an amount of texts. This was the time when the taking down of folklore texts and the ex-
ploration of the Slavic Apocrypha took place side by side (I. N.). Dragomanov acknowl-
edged that the similarity of the two types of material had been discovered. This first 
brought about the recognition that the Apocrypha are a combination of Christianity and 
ancient Slavic mythology (e.g. Slavic dualism, the White God - Belbog - and the Black 
God - Chemobog - appear in these legends, especially in Afanas’ev’s works and those of 
the Czech Erben13 written in the sixties). The traditions of non-Slavic people were re-
garded as traces of Slavic mythology kept by associated people. The development of the 
comparative method in folkloristics brought about the reconsideration of these views. In 
1872 Alexandr Veselovskii wrote: “Folktales taken down in Russia and Bulgaria origi-
nate from the Bogomil Apocrypha describing the dualistic creation of the world. These 
reflect oriental religious ideas”14 (Drag oma nov  1961: 11). In 1887 in the Kievska 
Starina Sumtsov spoke of a Gnostic Iranian-Syrian provenience and named the Bogomils 
as mediators. He was also the first to draw up a parallel with a North-American Indian 
tale though he used it to demonstrate that even people having no connections at all may 
retain similar narratives (Dragoma nov  1961: 10-11). Léger15 was the first non-Slavic 
scientist who contradicted Erben and believed that the story had Christian or Manicheian
12 A copy of this chapter of Mykytiuk’s book was given to me by Éva Pócs -1 hereby thank her for it.
13 Aleksandr Nikolaevich Afanas’ev: Poéticheskie vozzreniia [slavian na prirodu [The Slavs’ Poetic 
Views of Nature] I—III, Moskva, 1866-1869]. Karel Jaromir Erben (1811-1870) Czech poet, historian and 
folklorist. His work under discussion: Bájé slovanská о stvofení svéta [The Slavic Legend about the Creation of 
the World|. Casopis ceského musea, t. 40, 1866: 35-45. (KLIMA, 1982: 120-123).
14 Slavianskie skazaniia о Solomone i Kitovrase [i zapadnye legendy о Moral’fe i Merline. Sanktpeter- 
burg], 1872: 164.
15 Correctly: Leger, Louis-Paul-Marie (Toulouse, 1843-): linguist, Slavist, still alive when (unknown to 
me) the great French encyclopaedia was published (La grande... 21: 1144-1145).
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- but definitely not Slavic - origins. In fact, relying on an unspecified Midrash he as-
sumed that it could even be Semitic. Dragomanov cooled this enthusiasm, looked into the 
matter but found no traces of it in Midrash-translations. French Americanist De 
Charency16, on the other hand, knew the Ukrainian pigeon-colinda and the apocryphal 
text telling the story about the Tiberias Sea and concentrated on Vogul and American 
texts besides the numerous old world-new world parallels. He set up three categories: 1. 
The continental version: the earth was brought up from the sea by some kind of animal (a 
mammal or a bird); 2. The insular-version: peculiar to Japan and Polynesia, God himself 
draws up the earth from the water, as if it was some kind of fish, with the help of a fish-
ing rod or other fishing equipment; 3. The (East) Indian or mixed version combines the 
previous two concepts. Naturally, he considers the Slavonic texts continental and believes 
the island-version to be the original, older one (Dragoman ov  1961: 12-13). De 
Charency’s classification was so successful that Dähnhardt adopted it from Drago- 
manov’s book, along with several other ideas. Later Lixfeld interpreted it as Dähnhardt's 
own idea (Lixfe ld  1971: 178) And what is more, the esteemed researcher of Bo- 
gomilism, Dragoljub Dragojlovic from Belgrade plainly introduced the concept as his 
own in his book written in 1970 (as implied in Károly Jung ’s interpretation: 1992: 164). 
In 1888 in the French periodical Mélusine Dragomanov himself voiced his view that the 
differences of these legend-versions are not less significant as their similarities. He as-
sumed that the basic story originated from Asia, the shores of the Indian Ocean (A. B. 
Rooth was of the same opinion in 1957). Then, with the spreading of the Manichean 
teachings, through Babylonian and Iranian conveyance it reached the North of Asia and 
Eastern Europe somewhat transformed (Dra go ma no v  1961: 13).
Mochulskii’s hypothesis that proto-Slavs were monotheists and their dualistic leg-
ends were merely adopted from the Apocryphal writings (imbued with Iranian concepts) 
Dragomanov believed unfounded. On the other hand, he valued highly Veselovskii’s two 
works, which serve as constant points of reference for topic-related research ever since: 
his two Razyskaniias (Vese lov skii  1889; 1991). But he appreciated above all Ve-
selovskii’s third study, also referred to by Vargyas, written sometime between the other 
two (1890.) His 1889 publication is practically the first chrestomathy of the topic, in use 
to date. Dähnhardt listed it among his resources, as adopted from his main source, 
Dragomanov. In this study Veselovskii drastically changed his previous opinion of the 
Iranian-Gnostic origin of the legend. Influenced by Kaarle Krohn he now attributed the 
shaping of the story to the Finno-Magyar (sic!) and Ural-Altaic tribes. Eventually he did 
not exclude the possibility that Gnosticism had influenced these Finnic legends as they 
spread to the South - that is towards the Slavs - and then the other way round: from the 
South back again to the North - from the Slavs to the Finns and the Ural-Altaians. This 
two-way movement was never documented with texts and Veselovskii’s hypothesis was 
obviously too extreme for contemporary science even then. As the unidentified editor of 
the periodical Russkaia My si' expressed his opinion in the July 1890 issue: it was high 
time to put an end to contemplating the rout of migration and accept the fact that the du-
16 De Charencey, Hyacinthe (Párizs, 1832-): linguist, philologist (La grande ... 10: 617).
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alistic concept of creation could in fact evolve independently in physically separated eth-
nic groups - as a common phase in the religious development of several different com-
munities. Veselovskii reacted with writing his third work. In this he almost repudiated the 
“Finnic theory” and recognizing the dualistic nature of American myths he acknowledged 
their comparability with those of the old world (DRAGOMANOV 1961: 13-14).
Of the South-Caucasian Suanitian texts (Trans-Caucasian in Dragomanov’s and 
Dähnhardt’s writings), identical with the Bulgarian ones, Veselovskii thought that in this 
case the Christian motive of the God-Satan brother-creators does not bring the solution 
any closer. It should be considered merely as a confirmation of the - in a wider sense - 
Finnic and Turkic versions, uninfluenced by Bogomilism as yet.
He refrained from accepting the concept of polygenetic development, saying: if in 
prehistoric times nephrite could get into Mexico (where it is untraceable in nature) than 
why should the case be any different with fragments of myths (Drag oman ov  1961: 15)?
Dragomanov, unlike Veselovskii, separated the text taken from the Kalevala and 
American texts from the versions that spread among people living in territories from Bul-
garia to Siberia - from Turkic groups to Yakuts. He believed that the latter had come 
from the same ancestry.
The common element in this group of texts is the antagonism between the two divine 
characters during the creation of the world. One of them sends the other to the bottom of 
the sea to fetch the material needed for creating the earth. In the Kalevala there is no an-
tagonism between Veinämöinen and Ilmarinen, they do not create the earth, they do not 
use sand, etc. Likewise, the two creators and their conflict are not present in (American) 
Indian myths. In case of the people living by the Pacific Ocean and in America (at the 
Great Lakes or Lake Huron) the “oceanic character” of the legend reflects the natural 
circumstances of their habitat. Slavic and Turkic people on the mainland had been given 
this “oceanic cosmogony” from some source (Drag oma nov  1961: 16-20). He declared 
that the above-discussed myth could not be found in any of the different dualistic ideolo-
gies of pre-Islamic Iran. Simplifying the creation-stories of the sacred books: Or- 
muzd/Ahura-Mazda and Ahriman/Angro-Mainyus work independently - the first creates 
everything that is good, the latter - everything that is bad. The rich text-material intro-
duced in Veselovskii’s works indicates that all that European folklore sustained of this is 
a general dualistic concept, whereas the dualistic legends of animal-creation known from 
Siberia to Britain were unquestionably the result of Iranian influence. According to 
Dragomanov the origins of “oceanic cosmogony” has to be looked for outside Iran. Be-
low is one of his examples of Indian written records and folklore, a fragment from the 
Tuittirya Brahmana:17
This (the universe] was first water, flux. Prajapati asked himself: ‘How may it 
develop?’ He observed a lotus leaf, which floated on the water and thought, ’There 
must be something on which this rests.’ In the form of a boar he plunged into the 
water near the lotus leaf. He found earth down below. After breaking off a piece of
17 Resource of the text: Muir, J. (Coll., transl., and illustrated by): Original Sanskrit Texts... I-V., 2nd ed. 
London, 1872-1873.1: 52-53.
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it, he returned to the surface of the water and placed it on the lotus leaf. As far as 
he spread it, so large is the extense of this broad object. (Dragom anov  1961: 28-
29)
Dragomanov thought that it was possible that some such tale passed from India 
into the domain of Iranian influence mediated by the Chaldeans. The story that got into 
the Slavic and Turkish dualistic creation legend is a combination of Iranian dualism 
and Chaldean “oceanism”. Gnostics and Manicheans further developed the Iranian- 
Chaldean concepts of cosmogony. From the third century on Mani’s followers and their 
descendants, sects preaching dualist beliefs, widely spread their worldviews from the 
Near East to Spain - not the least with the help of imaginative legends. These, just as 
Christian apocryphal legends, were regarded just as creditable as the gospels 
(Dra go ma no v 1961: 23-36). Of the Turkic and Mongolian legends Dragomanov 
partly quoted one of Radloff’s texts (Rad lo f f  1866: 175-184). The same text Ve- 
selovskii published in full (1889: 23ff. and 1891: 107ff.) (Drag oman ov  1961: 40-47). 
Veselovskii wrote: “The (Russian) Raskolnik [Oldbeliever, I. N.] colonization may 
have brought [this narrative] to the frontiers of Russian soil, where it could be taken 
over and appropriated by the natives; but another assumption is also possible, as we 
have already surmised: for instance, in their development the Cheremis, Mordvin, etc. 
and southern Slavic legends may have belonged at first to one and the same region and 
to one and the same religious world-view. The Bogomils may possibly have inserted 
into the cycle of their dualistic traditions which fitted their aims, and the Cheremiss and 
Altaians may have received back their ancient cosmogonic myth, heightened by Chris-
tian heresy and the apocryphas” (Vesel ovs kii  1889: 32; Dra go ma no v  1961: 48). 
Dragomanov contradicted this theory minutely: he traces back the Altaic-Turkic texts 
to Iranian-Chaldean sources. These most likely found their way to the area with the 
Manicheans before the Russian colonization.
In the texts taken down among the Yezids, South-Caucasian Grusians and Suanitians 
and Hungarian/Transylvanian Gypsies he pointed out the evidence that the dualistic leg-
end of the creation of the earth evolved from the East Asian myth in the Near East under 
Iranian-Chaldean influence.
In the beginning the world was an ocean, in the midst of which was a tree cre-
ated by divine power.
God lived on this tree in the form of a bird, for an unknown number of centuries. 
In a different region, far from the other, was a rose bush, covered with flowers. On 
one of these flowers was Sheik Sinn or Sheik Hassan el Baseri, whom the Lord had 
caused to emanate from himself.
After that, the Lord created from his own reflection the Archangel Gabriel, also 
in the form of a bird, and placed him beside himself on the tree. After a little he 
asked him: ‘Who are you and who am I?’ Gabriel answered, ‘You are you, and I am.’ 
With this proud answer the archangel wished to give God to understand that each of 
them had a special importance and that he, Gabriel, could consider himself the peer 
of his creator. When the Lord heard Gabriel’s answer, he became angry, he pecked
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the archangel and drove him from the tree. Gabriel flew off and began to cut the air 
with his wings.
He wandered into every part of the world. He flew for several whole centuries, 
but finally he tired and returned to alight again on the tree. God asked him, ‘Who are 
you and who am I?’ The exile again answered the same as before, and again the Lord 
pecked him and drove him from the tree. Again he wandered over the desolate ex-
panse, without a chance to rest. Once, when quite exhausted, he flew without realiz-
ing it, close to the rose bush of Sheik Sinn; the latter exclaimed, when he saw the 
archangel. ‘Where are you going and why are you whirling about so?’ The bird 
answered. ‘Far from here there is a tree, and on the tree a bird; and whenever I try to 
erch on that tree, the bird drives me off.’ ‘What has it said to you,’ asked Sheik Sinn, 
‘and what have you answered?’ Gabriel then told him his conversation with God. So 
Sheik Sin taught him how to behave if he wished to get over his trouble. ‘Go back to 
the tree,’ he said to him, ‘and when God again asks you the question, you answer, 
‘You are the creator, and I am your creature. You are the guardian, by your preemi-
nence, while I am your protégé.’ Gabriel follows these directions and God asks him 
about his adviser - ‘Aha, [...] that is our Lord Al-Uarkani’ - then allows Gabriel to 
sit beside him on the tree. (Dragomano v  1961: 53-54)18
This Yezid text suggests that Sheik-Sinn is a kind of god similar to Zervan19 
(Dragomanov analyzed Zervanitic texts as well), God and Gabriel are his ancestors and 
Gabriel (Maluk Taus, in other Yezid texts) is his Satan, the devil of Christian and Turkic 
texts. So this is where the concept of the two opposing creators emerge, one of them more 
powerful and the creator of the other. Here we do not go into further detail about the 
question of God sitting in the world-tree in the shape of a bird (see the Ukrainian Christ-
mas carol), though Dragomanov did so, minutely. Grusian and Suanitian legends (the 
latter Dragomanov considered older, since these present God and Satan in an eternal co-
existence), similarly to Bulgarian ones, contain the sharing of creatures between God and 
the devil (live human beings, souls of the dead, animals, birds - see the above legend 
from the Szeged-region), and the contract between God and Satan. In the Slavic Apocry-
pha it is Adam who enters into an agreement with the devil, consequently the previous 
texts must be older than the written ones. Dragomanov considered the Hungarian Gypsy 
text, which he published in full, even older (Dragom anov  1961: 67).20
So Dragomanov arrived to the conclusion that, since the two Bulgarian legends 
quoted in the beginning of his study contain all the elements of the Asian, but most im-
18 Siouffi, N.: Journal AsialUpie, 7e série, t. XX. 1882: 252-268 - the resource of the text quoted by Da-
gomanov.
14 Zervan, Zurvan etc.: in Iranian mythology the god of the Zurvanitic religion - the rival of the Mazdan 
religion, existing until the Sasanid period, from the 3rd to the 7th century, Supreme God (Tokar ev  1988, II: 
147).
20 Resource: Wlad. Komcl: Gypsy Anecdotes from Hungary. Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society, 1890. II, 
2. April, 67-68, at least for the translator. Count it was easier to use the text already translated into English; 
since Dragomanov mentioned that one of its versions had been published as H. von Wlislocky’s (sic!) text: 
1886, 1: under the title “Die Erschaffung der Welt". The two texts are the same (naturally the latter is in Ger-
man, both are identical with Wlislocky’s text published in Hungarian in 1885, see latter at Dähnhardt!).
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portantly of the Mesopotamian (Yezid) and Trans-Caucasian (Grusian, Suanitian) leg-
ends, the “oceanic motives” survived in them till those times.
In Trans-Caucasian legends the antagonism between God and the Satan is an import-
ant element, and the birth of God’s son, who regains God’s power for him. That the very 
same thing happens in Bulgarian legends proves that the motive must have been bor-
rowed from there.
The Armenian sect of Paulicians spread its teachings in this direction, and in addition 
the Byzantine emperors relocated the Paulicians to Bulgaria. In Dragomanov’s time the 
sect still kept its original name (likewise the “Paltyan” who later moved to the Banat re-
gion, cf. JUNG 1992: 170-171), though their native language was Bulgarian and they 
converted to the Catholic faith in the 17th century (Drag oman ov  1961: 72-73). The 
question is how much the Bulgarian dualistic creation myths reflect Paulician and Bo-
gomil teachings.
Before discussing this issue in the second half of this study I offer a survey of how 
Dragomanov’s monograph (based on Veselovskii’s and others thorough exploratory work 
to some extent, itself a synopsis) appeared and was extended in the other great compre-
hensive study of the century, Dähnhardt’s Natursagen.
Oskar Dähnhardt (1870-1915)
Dähnhardt’s four-volume, gigantic work, attempting to collect the legends of ori-
gin of the entire world, remained a torso. Hannjost Lixfeld knew Dähnhardt's work 
thoroughly and used it extensively in his own. He described Dähnhardt in a way that 
was usual at the end of the 20lh century when writing about positivist predecessors who 
had followed geographical-historical methods: “His theoretical aims were typical of the 
period and are now many times outworn, yet the sketch he drew on a large scale is ex-
citing and the vast amount of material he spared no efforts to collect and make access-
ible, is still valuable” (Lixf eld  1979: 217). It is worth mentioning that Dähnhardt was 
first a secondary school teacher, then a principal. He was familiar with Dragomanov’s 
studies; he had them translated. He walked in the footsteps of the great Ukrainian 
scientist not only in the sources he used and his thoughts but also in the composition of 
his own work.
The first chapter in the first volume of his Natursagen is “The Genesis”; Dähnhardt 
begins it with discussing Eurasian legends. His analysis of the basis of the legends 
(Sagengrundlage) is similar to that of Dragomanov described in the previous chapter of 
the present study. Then he continues with examining the geographical spreading of the 
narrative in focus. In his opinion this process in Eastern Europe set off with the appear-
ance of Bogomilism.
First he introduces two types of legends. One is the Bulgarian legend (see above), 
also published by Dragomanov, but Dähnhardt did not include the whole texts (he left out 
the episode of Mary and her brother, Jordan, the birth of Christ, the breaking-off of the 
800-year-long partnership of God and the Satan, etc; likewise, he omitted the scene when 
Christ demands the dead for himself, as the contract granting the dead for the Satan and
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the live for God was valid only with God, the Father and not with his son (Dähnhardt 
quoted Adolf Strausz’s text).21
The other example is a Turkic text from the South-Siberian territories of the Altai; its 
source was Radloff’s publication, and was included in Dragomanov’s study too (1961: 
40-47; see above).
In the first example Dähnhardt explored the views of the Bogomil sect reflecting the 
Gnostics’ doctrines and Iranian dualism. In the second he found proof of the direct Asian 
influence reaching the “Slavic world” from the East (DÄHNHARDT 1907: 1-6).
Tracing down how the basis of the legend was shaped he, like Dragomanov, finds 
it very important to introduce the Iranian dualistic teachings. To point out similar motives 
he too quoted examples from the chapters of Bundahish (Genesis.) These he did not 
consider a result of a genetic relation (the creation of angels and the devil in the Bulgar-
ian legend - Ahriman as the creator of demons in the other, etc.). Dähnhardt quotes Ira-
nian myths about Ormuzd and Ahriman from 5,h century Armenian author Eznik’s book 
written against heretics and other contemporary resources. These introduce Ormuzd as 
bright and fragrant while Ahriman is dark and smells bad, he is deceitful and unable to 
create on his own - only if he follows Ormuzd’s guidance, etc. (Dähnhar dt  1907: 
7-12). So while the dualistic motives are the same, the oceanic ones are missing. 
Dähnhardt agreed that Babylon, that is the desert inhabited by the Chaldeans, is the terri-
tory that embraced these motives from the East as the locals had had oversea relation-
ships since as early as 3-4 thousand years B.C. This also leads to the conclusion that they 
were familiar with the Indian Ocean (Dähnhardt  1907: 13). The Babylonian myth of 
creation he did not quote from the Akkadian cosmogonic poem Enuma elish, but from 
Hugo Winkler’s newly published work.22 Here Marduk is a creative demiurge but unlike 
the Satan or Eriik, he is benevolent. The world emerging from the sea appears in this 
myth too, Marduk creates this world in his own image (Dähnh ardt  1907: 13-14).
He too originated the sea-motive from India, and in accordance with Dragomanov he 
took his examples from old and new sources (e.g. popular texts from Hindustan) to prove 
the existence of motives that are also present in the above mentioned basic texts: bringing 
up earth from the sea, the growth of the earth, the foam of the (milk) sea used for crea-
tion, etc.
Narratives about the opposition of gods, or two gods (Brahma and Vishnu) taking 
part in the act of creation (Bhagavata-purana) only faintly resemble the notion of dual-
ism. In “oceanic” India the idea of the earth brought up from the sea came both naturally 
and necessarily. Other parts (omitted here) were added to the story during the migration 
(Dähn har dt  1907: 14-20.). The “core” of the Bulgarian and the Turkic legend is the 
concept that it was not God himself but the devil that brought up the earth; he is not 
God’s equal but would like to be. The idea appeared first in the teaching of Gnostics 
(Jewish Ophits lbI-3rd centuries A.D., Marzionits 2nd-6th centuries A.D.), God is imma-
terial and inconceivable for the human brain, his opponents are his subordinates: hostile 
powers, among them the demiurge, creator of the material world.
21 Slrausz, Adolf: Die Bulgaren. Leipzig, 1898: 6ff.
22 Winckler, Hugo: Die babylonische Weltschöpfung. Der alle Orient VIII, 1, Heft 1906.
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The motive of the unsuccessful attempt to bring up earth from the sea occurs first in 
the creation legend of Mandeans (they lived in the Southern parts of ancient Babylon, 
their sacred book, the Genzci was written between the year 300 and 600 A.D.): the demi-
urge Ptahil is unable to create the earth until he recognizes God23 (DÄHNHARDT 1907:
22-24).
Though the narrative in focus cannot be found in Mani’s (3rd century A.D.) teachings
but - here Dähnhardt names Dragomanov as his predecessor through reviving the latter’s 
idea - in Middle Eastern religious systems this was the time when picturesque narratives, 
“anthropomorphic legends” quickened the fantasy of crowds. At that time official and 
literary Avestism and legend-rich Zurvanitic religion flourished side by side in Iran 
(Dähnh ardt  1907: 25-26), while the Christian world saw the birth of apocryphal leg-
ends. The latter were considerably influenced by Manicheism (I. N.).
He did not exclude the possibility that Mani’s followers, who earned much popular-
ity for their doctrines (or Mani himself, who taught in Iran, Turkistan and Western China) 
enlivened their preaching with legends like the narrative of the dualistic creation of earth. 
Anyhow, Dähnhardt was convinced that the Asian ground form (Grundform) could have 
developed into a legend only in Iranian surroundings (Dähn har dt  1907: 26). In this 
process of development he, like Dragomanov, included the legends of the following 
people: A) the Yezids, B) Trans-Caucasian people (Grusians, Suanitians), C) Transylva-
nian Gypsies. He followed his predecessor in his choice of texts (for publication); per-
haps he quoted more from the original sources. Or, as in the case of the Gypsy legend, he 
chose the shorter version indicated but not included by Dragomanov - all the more so 
since this had been published in German. He recognized the fact that Dragomanov’s two 
texts (see above) both go back to the same source: Henrik Wlislocky’s text (Dähn har dt  
1907: 34-35).
Wlislocky put it down among Transylvanian nomadic Gypsies, “word for word”, as 
told by Rózsi Pálé “elderly Gypsy woman” - unfortunately we do not have any more 
information about the actual event - and published it translated into Hungarian “as accu-
rately as possible”. I included here the English translation of Wlislocky’s Hungarian 
original:
At the time when the world had not yet existed and there was only a great water, 
our God decided to create the world. He did not know what kind of world to create. 
That he had no brothers or friends vexed him too. In a fit of temper he threw his staff 
into the great water.
And then he saw that a big tree sprung of his staff, and under that tree [or on a 
bench of the tree] the devil sat [at the time still white, like man, created by God 
somewhat later], and said laughing:
- Good day to you! My dear brother! You have no brothers, no friends; I want to 
be both your brother and friend...
God rejoiced and answered:
23 Based on Brandt, A. J. Н. Wilhelm: Die manddische Religion, ihre Entwicklung und geschichtliche Be-
deutung. Leipzig, 1889.
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- Don’t be my brother - just be my friend! No one can be my brother!
For nine days they were together walking up and down on the great water and 
God came to realize that the devil did not love him. Then one day the devil said:
- Dear brother! We both will have a bad life if there is only the two of us: I’d 
like to create others!
- Do so! - God answered.
- But I can’t! - replied the devil. - I would create a great world, but I can’t, dear
brother!
- All right - said God - then I will create a world! Dive into the water and fetch 
some sand: I’ll create earth from that sand.
The devil asked:
- How would you do that? I don’t understand!
But God said:
- I say my name and sand turns into earth! Go and fetch that sand!
The devil dived into the water and thought that he would create the world him-
self. So when he held the sand in his hand he said his own name. But the sand 
scorched him and he threw it away. He returned to God and said:
- I can’t find any!
God sent him back again:
- Just go and fetch the sand!
For nine days the devil went on searching for sand. He kept saying his own 
name, but the sand scorched him and he threw it away again. Every time the sand got 
red-hot and burnt his whole body so on the ninth day he turned black. He returned to 
God who said:
- You are black now! You are a very bad friend! Go and fetch some sand but do 
not say your own name or you’ll burn up!
The devil left again and returned with the sand. Then God created earth and the 
devil rejoiced and said:
- Here, under this tree is where I live, and you, dear brother, go and find another 
abode for yourself!
That made God angry and he said:
- You are a terrible friend! I don’t need you anymore! Off with you!
Then a bull came along and took the devil with him. [The devil was scared and 
in pain; he began to scream so hard that the tree burst into splinters and the splinters 
turned into people.] And flesh fell off the great tree on the ground and the leaves of 
the great tree turned into men. That is how God created the world and mankind... 
(WLISLOCKY 1884: 764-765)24
We do not know the original Gypsy text but the German translation corresponds with 
Wlislocky’s Hungarian translation. However, the unidentified English translator altered
21 Also published by Strausz, with slight stylistic alterations (1897: 18-19), defining his resource as: “1. 
Wlislocky: Afiii] d\em\ Volksleben d[er\ Zigeuner. In Hungarian Olcsó könyvtár booklet no. 189.” Wlislocky’s 
text (1885: 64-65) includes slight stylistic differences too.
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the style of the text to some extent and made the dialogues more flowing. Thus it is now 
impossible to decide whether the very few differences in meaning (included in brackets) 
that can be detected in the translated text indicate the translator’s changes (this seems 
more likely) or are the signs of a genuine variant. Should the latter be the case, we have 
no chance to know how it was shaped. Dähnhardt believed that the story originated di-
rectly from Indo-Iranian sources (Dähnha rdt  1907: 35-36), because of the archaic el-
ements listed below: 1. God is upset because he is lonely (vs. the Trans-Caucasian leg-
end); 2. The devil coming from the abyss appears in the tree (vs. Altaic legend); 3. The 
dialogue in the tree, the promise of equality (vs. Yezid and Indian legend); 4. People 
made from the tree (Bundahish, cap. 15); 5. The bull defeating the devil (Parseeism: 
Ahriman fighting the bull.)
Summarizing his results Dähnhardt declared: The core of the dualistic creation leg-
end of earth in the traditions of Eurasian cosmogony originated in Iranian territories. It 
was transformed by the influence of Indian and Gnostic doctrines and definitely brought 
to Bulgaria by the Paulicians. Supposedly the primordial legend (Ursage) spread from the 
Trans-Caucasian territories over the Caucasus to the Slavs - that means that it could 
reach Bulgarians from this direction as well. It got through to the Far East and America in 
the other direction. The medium of its spreading could be - apart from migrations - both 
the far-reaching and long-standing Mongolian Empire and also the different commercial 
routes (Dähn har dt  1907: 36-37).
BOGOMILISM AND THE LEGEND 
OF THE CREATION OF THE EARTH
The Bogomil heretic movement was born in the middle of the 10th century in Bul-
garian territories, probably in Macedonia (bogo mili = those who love God; Bogomil was 
the name of the founder, pope Yeremiia). The history of the movement had three phases: 
1. the time of the Bulgarian Empire (from the birth of the sect to the Byzantine annexa-
tion of Macedonia/Bulgaria in 1018); 2. the age of Byzantine Bogomilism when it was 
formed both by Byzantine theology and other, secular effects; 3. the era of the Second 
Bulgarian Empire until the Turkish occupation of the country in 1393 (Lixf el d  1971: 
182).25
It is important to establish, declares Lixfeld following Obolensky (ib.), that contrary 
to Dähnhardt’s ever so convincing assertion, Bogomilism did not come to the Balkans 
from Asia Minor: this territory was influenced by the Asian part of the Byzantine Empire 
only during the second phase. On the other hand, in Western Europe closely related sects 
appeared from the 12,h century (Cathar movements, Albigenses), whose doctrines were 
closely related to those of the Bogomils. The Bogomil concept of the dualistic creation of 
the world was different from that of the Iranian. While in the latter the material, visible
world is originated from two creators, the Bogomils put it down entirely to the demiurge
25 Based on Dmitri Obolensky: The Bogomils. A Study of Balkan Neo-Manichaeism. Cambridge-UK,
1948.
73The Earth-Diver Myth and the Apocryphal Legend of the Tiberian Sea
Satan, who, in their beliefs is the creator of the whole visible world. Thus, before discuss-
ing the correlations of popular creation legends and Bogomilism we have to examine the 
exact teachings preserved in the surviving written records. In popular texts there are two 
creators: one of them tries to compete with the other, but the genuine creator is God him-
self.
The sacred book of the Bogomils, the Tauia Kniga (Secret Book) was presumably 
written on the basis of a 10th century Bulgarian book, since lost. Its two still extant hand-
written Latin copies indicate that the Lombardian Cathars and the Albigenses of Southern 
France accepted the dualistic bogomil doctrines.
This work is also known as lnterrogationes or Liber Sancti Johannis. Its first manu-
script was found in the archives of the inquisition in Carcassone. It was published first by 
the Dominican Benoist in 1691 (Histoire des Albigeois et des Vaudois ou Barbets, t. I, 
Paris, 1691, 283ff.), then republished in Leipzig in 1832 (Thilo: Codex apocryphus Novi 
Testamenti, 1.1, Lipsiae, 1832, 884ff.). The second manuscript dates back to the 14th cen-
tury and was discovered in the Österreichische Nationalbibliothek in Vienna in parch-
ment codex Nr. 113. Ignaz von Döllinger published it first in Munich in 1890 (Beiträge 
zur Sektengeschichte des Mittelalters. Bd. II, 85ff.). M. R. James translated it into English 
(The Apocryphal New Testament, Oxford, 1924, repr. 1953, 187-197). Jordan Ivanov’s 
book contains both manuscripts (1925: 73-86), the manuscripts’ abovementioned data: 
Santos Otero 1978: 198.
Relying on the results of modern research Santos Otero concluded that one could not 
be so sure about the Bulgarian origin of the Slavic apocryphal book as earlier (ex. J. 
Ivanov issued his collection of Slavic apocrypha under the title Bogomil Books and Leg-
ends-, others simply called these stories “Bulgarian tales”).
The theory that medieval Bogomil heresy had a crucial part in the birth and spread-
ing of the Old Slavic apocrypha is unacceptable. It is only the case of the earlier men-
tioned Taina kniga where Bogomil origins might be considered. However, its Bulgarian 
original did not survive, and, according to the author, it contains “utterly Manichean 
speculations” (“rein manichäische Spekulationen”) about the genesis (Santos  Otkro  
1978: 27-28).
Liber Johannis contains the questions John asked Jesus Christ about the creation of 
the world at the Last Supper. The story of God and the Satan, the angels, the making of 
man, the birth of Jesus and the concept of redemption unfolds in the answers. Here I in-
cluded only those relevant from the point of our topic. Dragomanov recognized the simi-
larities that point to the Bundahish and the books of Manicheans but also drew attention 
to the differences that are close to popular texts. Such are the motives of the Satan diving 
to the abyss and the raising of the earth (this time the whole of it) from the waters, the 
pact between God and the Satan, granting that for 7 days, until the coming of Christ, he 
has command of the world (Drag oma nov  1961: 78).
II. Et dixi: Domine, antequam Sathanas caderet, in qua gloria persistebat apud 
Patrem tuum? Et dixit mihi: in tali gloria erat, quod ordinabat virtutes coelorum; ego 
autem sedebam apud Patrem meum. Ipse erat ordinans omnem imitatorem Patris, et 
descendebat de coelo in infimum et ascendebat ab infimis usque ad thronum invisibi-
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lis Patris. Et observabat glóriám, quae erat moventis coelos, et cogitavit sedem suam 
ponere super nubes coelorum et volebat Altissimo similis esse. Et cum descendisset 
in aerem, ad angelum aeris dixit: aperi mihi portás aeris, et aperuit ei portás aeris. Et 
petens deorsum, invenit angelum, qui tenebat aquas, et dixit ei: aperi mihi portás 
aquarum, et aperuit ei. Et transcendens, invenit universam faciem terrae coopertam 
aquis. Et transcendens subtus terrain, invenit duos pisces jacentes super aquas, et 
erant sicut boves juncti ad arandum, tenentes totam terram, invisibilis Patris prae- 
cepto, ab occasu usque ad solis ortum ...
(And I said: My Lord, in what glory had the Satan resided with your Father be-
fore his fall? And he said to me: His glory was such that he was in command of all 
matters of the heavens; and I sat with my Father. He was in charge of all my Father’s 
likenesses [creations?], and he descended from the heavens to the abyss, and as-
cended from the abyss right to the throne of the invisible Father. And he saw the 
glory of the one who moves the heavens and decided to place his own chair above 
the clouds in the heavens, and wanted to be like the Highest of All. And when he de-
scended to the air he talked to the angel of the air: Open the gates of the air for me! 
And the angel did so. And going down he met the angel holding the waters and told 
him: Open the gates of waters for me! And the angel did so. And diving down he 
found the earth, flooded with water in its entirety. And diving under the earth he 
found two fish lying outstretched in the water and they were like oxen harnessed for 
ploughing, holding up the entire earth, according to the word of the invisible Father, 
from sunset till daybreak.) (Ivan ov , based on Döllinger’s publication 1925: 
73-74)26
Yet again, I do not find it relevant to discuss further the notion of fish/oxen holding 
the earth - along with several other parts of this text, not quoted here. But I would like 
to emphasize again that the legend of the creation of earth should never be examined 
isolated from other creation myths, if only because they belong together in written 
sources.
While a firm, absolutistic dualism was characteristic of Bulgarian Paulician sect 
(God is the creator and master of the heavens only, he has no power whatsoever over the 
underworld - the devil is the god of the underworld and God’s equal); in the moderate 
dualism of the Bogomils the devil is God’s subordinate. God created the spiritual, the 
devil the material world. This separation of the spiritual and material world, the idea of 
theodicaea (theological tendency: in spite of all the bad things present in the world it 
wishes to prove God’s goodness) supported the popularity of Bogomilism in the lower 
classes (LlXFELD 1971: 184-185). But the common characteristic of European popular 
creation legends, that all good things come from God - bad things from the devil (notably 
the two such groups of animals originated from these two oppositional creators) does not 
occur in any form in Bogomil doctrines. Legends of the dualistic creation of animals are 
also known in those parts of Europe where Bogomilism is known too. What is more, in
26 Translated from Ivanov's Latin publication by the author, I. N.
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these territories both concepts appeared at the same time: such stories of animal-creation 
first occurred in French Roman de Renart'% medieval tales (around 1200 A.D.).
So we cannot exclude Bogomil influence that easily, all the more so since there is 
one, and only one single group of the dualistic creation myths, which unquestionably do 
have Bogomil sources: God breathes life into the devil’s creation (Lixfe ld  1971: pas-
sim).
That is how the making of Adam is described in the Acmonian Euthymios’ Letter and 
Euthymios Zigabenos’ Panoplia dogmatica around 1050. In his book written against the 
Bogomils, the Byzantine theologies introduced their doctrines. (Lajos Vargyas listed the 
related Hungarian legend among our Uralic inheritance.) Whether Bogomil heresy had an 
influence on the legend of the creation of earth or its version known in Eastern Europe is 
the only question left.
Dähnhardt saw an obvious similarity between the Bulgarian texts that spread in the 
orality and the Bogomil doctrines, but “not as much as one would expect” (Dähnhardt  
1907: 41).
He arrived to the conclusion that, unless we suppose the existence of popular but so far 
undiscovered books the following motives, present in Bulgarian legends, could originate 
from one place only: the Armenian old country of Paulicians. These motives include: creat-
ing the world of a single grain of sand (in Bogomil beliefs, as we have seen, Satan brings 
the whole earth to the surface of the water), Satan’s superiority over God and God’s weak-
ness (in the stern version of Bogomilism the world is divided by two equal principles, in 
moderate Bogomilism God has power over the Satan who is his creation and his subordi-
nate as such). This is reflected in the folk narratives in which God initiates the creation of 
the world; Satan is powerless against God and able to create in God’s name only.
In this respect Dähnhardt considered the Bulgarian text (mentioned first) closely re-
lated to the Bogomil doctrines (see above; original: in Obshchi Trud). He included sev-
eral Slavic data, which he considered identical with the Bulgarian one. In fact some of 
those are merely re-published, but not all, as, for example, he mentioned Karadzic’s texts 
here (see above!) (Dähnhar dt  1907: 42, footnote no. 1). He listed in this group five 
more myths of creation and included their texts in the publication. One of these is a Rus-
sian legend; its time of publication preceded that of the Bulgarian one.27 A Latvian28 
myth follows and Drinov’s Bulgarian text, quoted from Strausz. The text of the two leg-
ends left seems worth introducing here, with regard to the closeness of the place where 
the Hungarian versions originated. The first one is a Romanian text from S. F. Marian’s 
book29 (Dähnh ardt  1907: 42-43); it was most likely collected in Bucovina.30
27 Etnograficheskii Sbomik [izd. Imperatorskim Russkim Geograficheskim Obshestvom, Sankt-Peterburg],
VI, 1864.
281 An51 Lerhis-PuSkaitis: Lanveeiu tautas, teikas un pasakas. [Bde. 1-7, 1891-19031 Mitau-RTga, VI: 24.
24 Simeon Florea Marian: Insectele in Untba, credinfele yi obiceiurile romänilor, Sludiu folcloristic, Bucu- 
re§ti, Hdijiunea Acad. Rom., 1903: 122.
50 The author whom Dähnhardt consistently identified as “Marianu" is Simeon Florea Marian 
(1847-1907). Born in Suceava county, he became a teacher of religious instruction and natural sciences at the 
local secondary school. In many of Iris ethnographical chrestomathies he indicated in the title that it contains 
Bucovinian materials, e.g. Poezii poporale din Bucovina: Bulade románé, etc. (Datcu -Stoes cu  1979: 
271-276).
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Before the creation of the earth God and the devil were alone on the surface of 
the water. When God decided to create the earth he sent the devil to the bottom of the 
sea to fetch the ‘earth-seed’ in his [God’s] name. Three times the devil dived in the 
water but never fetched the earth-seed, because every time he took it in his own 
name. At last he dived for the fourth time in his own and God’s name - this time he 
brought up at least a little bit of earth, as much as he had under his nails [claws].
God made of that some kind of scone [=a clod of earth] and settled on it to rest. 
The devil thought that he was asleep so he tried to roll him into the water, along with 
the clod, and make a Lord of himself. But whenever he reached out with his hand the 
clod of earth grew bigger, and eventually grew into a huge ball of earth. This com-
pressed the water and when God woke up he saw that by then there was not enough 
room left for the water. As he had no idea of his own he sent the bee to the hedgehog, 
the wisest of all the animals God had created. But the hedgehog gave no advice, 
since God is omniscient. However, the bee hid and spied upon the hedgehog talking 
to himself: ‘God obviously doesn’t know that he has to create mountains and valleys 
to make room for the water.’ The bee returned to God with the news and God acted 
upon the hedgehog’s words of wisdom. But the hedgehog cursed the bee for eaves-
dropping on him: the bee is to eat nothing but faeces. But God rewarded the bee and 
decided to make the bee’s faeces not dirty and disgusting but worthy of eating it - 
and that is honey. (Vs. JUNG 1989: 178-179, 1992: 165-166)
Dähnhardt considered “the eavesdropping bee”-motive Armenian and dating back 
before Bogomilism, whereas “the hedgehog aiding and advising God in creation”-motive 
he believed to be of Iranian origin (see ibid: 42-43.). So we know of this text that it was 
told in Romanian, probably in Bucovina, whereas about the other text we know only that 
it was taken down in Bucovina, but have no information about which ethnic group had 
told it.31
A precise translation may make the conventionalized character of nineteenth-century 
communication perceptible, as demonstrated in the collected materials. The words in 
[brackets] indicate where Afanas’ev’s text and Dähnhardt’s differ.
In the beginning there was nothing, but the skies above and the waters below. 
God sat in a boat, cruised about the sea and found a huge piece of solid scum in 
which the devil was hiding.
- Who are you? - God asked him.
31 Dähnhardt's footnote: “Zeitschrift für deutsche Mythologie I, 178f. = Galician version in Afanas’ev's 
work 460 (see footnote no. 13 of the present study) and Erben 143-144”, he did not identify this study either. 
Possibly the number of the page was misprinted so Erben’s publication can be found at the place already given 
in footnote no. 13. The 2nd volume of Zeitschrift für deutsche Mythologie und Sittenkunde. Hrsg, von J. W. 
Wolf, Göttingen, Verlag der Dieterichsen Buchhandlung was the only book I personally had a chance to read, it 
was published in 1855. It includes two subsequent publications with the signature L. A. Staufe, Wien, the title is 
“Sagen aus Bukowina“, and both contain numbered texts only, with no additional data. Since this book begins 
with text no. 6 it seems likely that the text Dähnhardt took from the first volume (and published) was written by 
the very same author, as part of the very same series. Again, he added no information at all about the quoted 
text.
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- I feel no need to talk to you - answered the foul fiend - except if you take me 
into your boat.
God promised that he would do so and he got the answer:
-1 am the devil.
So now they traveled together, without talking to one another, but then the devil
began:
- How pleasant and convenient it should be if we had a mainland!
- We should have one - God answered. - Dive to the bottom of the sea and
fetch me a handful of sand. I’ll make a mainland of that. But when you get down 
there and reach for the sand say these words: I’m taking you in the name of God.
The devil did not need to be told twice, he got to the bottom of the sea in no 
time. Down there he greedily grabbed the sand with both his hands saying:
- I’m taking you in my own name.
Reaching the surface of the water, filled with curiosity he looked down on his 
clenched fist and was astonished to find it empty. But God noticed what had hap-
pened, comforted him and ordered him to dive to the bottom of the sea again. So he 
did and on reaching for the sand he said:
- I’m taking you in his name.
But reaching the surface he brought with him no more sand than what he had 
under his nails.
God took that little sand, sprinkled it over the surface of the water and thus cre-
ated mainland, but no bigger than a deck chair.
When night fell God and the devil lay down to rest [God facing the East and the 
devil facing the West.] As soon as our Lord fell asleep the devil pushed his body 
eastwards so that he would fall into the water and sink. But in whichever direction 
the devil tried to push God, the land grew far and wide just there. The devil tried a 
push to the West, but the land stretched in the very same direction. That is how 
mainland was made in all the other directions. [Then God woke up and rose to the 
sky.] (Däh nh ar dt  1907: 43)
As we saw, Dähnhardt (following Dragomanov) was of the opinion that the dualistic 
legend of creation originated from Iran (in light of Indian effects) and attributed its de-
velopment to the influence of Bogomilism. On the other hand, Will-Erich Peuckert be-
lieved that the “diving to the Tiberian Sea/primordial sea”-motive is known throughout 
Eastern Europe, North and South America, Australia and Polynesia; its westernmost ap-
pearance was registered in the Baltics, Eastern Prussia, Slovenia and Slovakia. “Contrary 
to Dähnhardt’s thesis, this is probably a kind of dualistic system of primitive people. It 
seems unwise to originate it from Iran, if only for geographical reasons” - he wrote 
(Lixf eld  1971: 193).32 At that time, that is in the thirties others were uncertain too (e.g., 
Kurt Schier, Alfred Kühn, see Lixfe ld  1971: 192-193).
}2 Based on the article "Schöpfung” in Handwörterbuch des deutschen Aberglaubens. Bd. 9. Nachträge. 
Berlin, 1938/41,276.
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Twin-gods and cultural hero-twins are present in the myths of all sorts of people. 
Zolotarev was convinced that the basis of the legend was the reflection of a dualistic so-
ciety, a tribe divided to two fraternities - this concept evolved independently in different 
groups of people. It is only the motives of “the clod of earth hidden in the mouth” and 
“the stone pillar growing out of the water” that he considered to be of Bogomil or, in 
general, apocryphal origin. The motive occurs “in the Balkans, among the Russian, 
Mordvin, Mari, Chuvash and Finno-Ugrian” (Zol ot ar ev  1980: 56-57).
THE APOCRYPHA ABOUT THE TIBERIAN SEA
So the sacred books of the Bogomils do not draw up the dualistic creation legend of 
the earth in the form it is known from the folklore: the only apocryphal document that 
actually contains that form is the one titled Svitok bozhestvennykh knig (Bundle of Divine 
Books], or О Tiveriadskom more [About the Tiberian Sea] - but it can be found under 
different titles as well. Its most comprehensive transcript was published by E. Barsov in 
1886, based on a 17th century manuscript,33 though by then fragments of the “Slepche 
version” were known too. The latter was transcripted from an 18lh century manuscript by 
Russian Slavist V. Grigorovich in 1845 in the monastery of the Macedonian village of 
Slepche. It was published first by Shchapov in 1861 (Kuzne ts ova  1998a: 65).34 This 
latter manuscript, originally written probably in Church Slavic, is unknown, most likely 
has been destroyed since then - only the notes taken from it survived.
The research of this exciting manuscript-tradition should belong to the question of 
Bogomilism - if it was not still the topic of recent debates whether the above text could 
be linked to the Bogomils at all. Twenty different surviving manuscripts of this text are 
known to date, the earlier mentioned “Slepche-version” is the only one of South Slavic 
provenience, all the rest are of Russian. The question of the Old Slavic apocrypha is quite 
peculiar in itself. The term “Old Slavic manuscripts” usually means codices. Their origi-
nal language is identified as “Old Slavic” or “Old Bulgarian” in case of 9th-10lh century 
manuscripts; but if they date back to the 11th—17th and 18lh centuries the term is “Church 
Slavic”. The language of the codices from this second phase bears the effects of the lin-
33 DÄHNHARDT 1907: 45 identified Barsov’s manuscript as one of the 16th century, moreover he declared 
that Svitok... (The Bundle of Divine Books) - including the story of the Tiberian Sea - appeared in manuscripts 
as early as the 15th—16th centuries. Since in his work he relied entirely on Dragomanov’s writings, Diihnhardt 
probably either carelessly read his original or used a superficial translation. Here is what Dragomanov wrote: 
“The narrative of the Tiberian Sea and The Bundle of Devine Books were found so far only in (Northern) Russia 
and in late (17th—18th century) manuscripts. That means they were most likely written down for the first time in 
Northern-Russia and fairly late, that is in the 16th century, from written sources like 'Paleia' (cf: footnote no. 
40.) and ‘Beseda triokh svatitelei' (Discussions of Three Fathers of the Church), or from the orality" 
(DRAGOMANOV 1961: 82). Simmilarly, Lajos Vargyas either misread Strausz’ correct statements (“In a Russian 
cosmogonic work - its contents [my highlights, I. N.] were already known in the 15th and 16lh centuries - 
titled ‘The Bundle of Sacred Books’ we find the following legend” - STRAUSZ 1897: 20 - or he adopted 
Diihnhardt’s mistaken dating.
34Щапов А. П. Православный собеседник. Ч. I. 1861. С. 262-263. Не published it again two years 
later, than J. Ivanov issued its New Bulgarian translation (IVANOV 1925: 289).
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guistic environment in which they were bom, they are usually written in Cyrillic letters 
but Glagolitic manuscripts of both periods are significant as well.
Their identification is extremely difficult and their text tradition is also rather com-
plex. Their registration has a rich literature too: an index issued in 1957 included 664 (!) 
catalogs (Santos  Oter o  1978: 30). They are particularly important for folkloristics be-
cause, though a significant number of them are of Greek, and some of them of Latin ori-
gins - and there are originally Slavic apocrypha as well - these are considerably more 
recent than those and are tinted with local tradition.
The apocrypha of the Tiberian Sea survived only in Slavic manuscripts so far. 
Thanks to the collectors we know that six of the eight manuscripts which contain the ear-
lier version (this is the North-Russian version in Kuznetsova’s opinion) were in the prop-
erty of farmers and village priests who lived in the territories of the Vologda, Perm and 
Olonetsk provinces (Kuzn ets ova  1998a: 65). This collection of documents is particu-
larly important because there is always considerable uncertainty about verbality unsup-
ported by written records. However, the apocrypha of the Tiberian Sea is just one drop in 
an ocean of Slavic apocrypha; they are not even mentioned in the most recent, monumen-
tal monograph of old Russian apocrypha (MlL’KOV 1999).35 By the end of the 19th cen-
tury the apocrypha of the Tiberian Sea had a rich literature. First Mochul'skii, then Ve- 
selovskii introduced it in 1889, he also issued the first comprehensive bibliography of the 
topic and a newly discovered version - by favour of Porfir’ev - from the library of the 
Solovetskii monastery.36 Veselovskii classified the then-known texts in two groups: in 
those of the first group the narrative begins with God appearing on the Tiberian Sea (that 
substitutes the primeval ocean) and meets the devil there. That is the Barsov-Porfir’ev 
manuscript. According to the other type of text (the “Pypin manuscript”- he published 
the manuscript of a Svitok - and the “Grigorovich-Mochul’skii, manuscript”) this encoun-
ter is just one episode in the creation-story that tells how the son of God and the Holy 
Spirit separated from the Father, and how Jesus Christ created the world by the order of 
the Father (the sky placed on top of iron columns, etc.) This particular encounter is the 
one that consistently appears in folklore texts (DRAGOMANOV 1961: 79-80).
Let us see now the text of the apocryphon, first after Dähnhardt, who adapted the 
Barsovian version from Jagic’s German publication37 (Dähnhar dt  1907: 45):
When neither the skies nor the earth existed, there was only the Tiberian Sea and 
it was bottomless. The Lord stood above the Tiberian Sea in the air and noticed a wa- 
terbird swimming in the sea below and that was Sataniel. The Lord spoke to him as if 
he had not known him:
35 Although he quoted the text from one single manuscript, the one that survived in the library of the So- 
lovetskii-monastery, (stamp No. 925.) and described the appearance of this type of narrative in folklore, he did 
not name the actual apocryphon-type (MlL’KOV 1999: 97ff.).
36 The shortened form of the work Skazanie о sedmi planitakh was published by Porfir’ev, more about it 
later cf. footnote no. 47.
37 JAGIC, Victor: Slavische Beiträge zu den biblischen Apokryphen. 1. Die Altslavischen Texte des Adam-
buches. (Denkschriften der Kaiserlichen Akademie der Wissenschaften. Philosophisch-historische Klasse 42.1 
1893, Wien.
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- Who are you?
Sataniel introduced himself:
-1 am god.
- And what do you call me?
Sataniel answered:
- You are the God of gods and the Lord of lords.
Had Sataniel not spoken to God in that manner, God would have destroyed him 
right there and then, on the Tiberian Sea.
And the Lord said:
- Sataniel, dive into the sea and fetch me some earth and a firestone!
Sataniel obeyed, dived into the sea and fetched the earth and the firestone. The 
Lord took the earth and sprinkled it over the Tiberian Sea and said:
- Let the earth on the sea be fat and wide!
And he took the firestone from Sataniel, broke it into two, kept the half in his 
right hand for himself and gave the half in his left to Sataniel. And the Lord took a 
stick in his hand and began to hit the stone with that saying:
- Let disembodied angels and archangels in my likeness come out of this stone!
And immediately the force of fire began to spread and the Lord created angels
and archangels, all nine choruses of the angels. And, seeing what the Lord had done, 
Sataniel too began to hit the stone that God had given him from his left hand. Sata- 
niel’s angels too began to fly out of his stone and he created a whole army of them. 
And the Lord raised Sataniel above the order of all angels, and the Lord stopped at 
the ninth chorus of angels.38 When Sataniel saw that all the angels gave glory to God 
he wanted to become God’s equal. In his arrogance he arrived to this idea: T wish to 
raise my throne above the clouds and become equal with the Most High.’ As God 
recognized his evil intentions, he wanted to thrust him with all his ferocious army 
down to the earth. God sent Michael against Sataniel. Michael came but Sataniel’s 
fire burnt him. So Michael returned to the Lord:
- You see, I did all you ordered, but Sataniel’s fire bunt me!
God made Michael a monk [that is he shaved his hair to make a tonsure] [Pypin: 
“a monk’s habit with Christ’s plain cross”] and gave him the name Michael, and 
named Sataniel Satan.. ,39
So Barsov’s version does not contain the introductory episode that tells about the 
columns which Zolotarev, though vaguely, identified as Bogomil-origined motives 
(though nobody else did so).
38 Dähnhardt’s footnote no. 3: “The German publication of the Grigorovich-version - Pypin, A. 
N.-Spasovic, V. D.: Geschichte der stat ischen Literaturen. Nach der 2. Auflage aus dem Russischen übertragen 
von Traugott Pech. Bd.e I—II. 1880-1884, Leipzig: 109. - contains the following complement: ‘Then God made 
Satanael the head of all the orders of his angels and listed Satanacl’s army - his own creations - as the tenth 
among these orders.”
39 Strausz had published this in Hungarian before as a fragmentary text from The Scroll of Sacred Books. 
He did not identify his sources but included further details (1897: 20-21).
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This episode tells roughly the following: God creates the sun and the moon. The 
Lord says: - Let there be darkness! - And columns are created in the air by the Word of 
the Lord. And those columns have been unshakable since the beginning of the world. 
And then God saw that it was all going to be right.
- Let the earth rest on top of these unshakable columns and rock, and let there be 
iron gates and copper gates, and beneath that, in the ravine, the copper-hell, and beneath 
the ravine - hell (tartar). - Let the stormy and salty Tiberian Sea be on the earth! - And it 
had no shores. And the Lord descended across the sky to the Tiberian Sea, and saw the 
mallard/duck, etc. (Dimi trova -Marino va  1998: 51-52).40 In the socialist countries dur-
ing the Soviet era the research of the Slavic apocrypha, as a part of Slavic literary history, 
linguistics and folklore, was continuous but with moderate intensity: until the eighties, to 
my knowledge, hardly any folklore-researches were carried out in this field.41 This is 
worth noting only because from the nineties on we have witnessed an outburst of interest 
towards religious traditions, and in particular the apocrypha that take up a significant 
position in the cultural history of Slavonic people.
The outstanding 19lh century philologist authors’ works and the literary and popular 
texts of the time serve as a base for the fresh discoveries of the late 20th century - after a 
hundred years of silence.
The creation legend of the earth had its own monographer too. In her first work, V. S. 
Kuznetsova (KUZNETSOVA 1994) had the opportunity to examine twenty manuscripts 
instead of the previously known six that is she added fourteen new written versions of the 
story about the Tiberian Sea. These date back to the 17th—18th centuries but the most re-
cent one is from the 1840s and, as we have mentioned, were found in North Russian terri-
tories and contain episodes that are all known in Eastern Slavic folklore traditions. Of 
these Kuznetsova rendered the following the most important: 1. creation of mainland, 2. 
fight between the angels and demons, 3. Satan’s expulsion from heaven, and 4. creation
* Dimitrova-Marinova presented the full text of an 18th century manuscript that can be found in the Ar-
chives of the Bulgarian Academy of Science, number 566. As she did not mention it in her study we do not 
know whether it is identical with the single Bulgarian manuscript, the Grigorovich-manuscript, that is supposed 
to be lost. The title of the manuscript is Ceu списокь uc книги Пале (This is a copy from the Book Paleia.) The 
so called ‘Paleia’ has great importance in the text tradition of the apocrypha of the Old Testament: the Greek 
word “palaia" means ‘old’, that is ‘from the Old Testament’. This polemic text interprets the Old Testament in 
the light of the New Testament and has an anti-Judaistic character. There are two different Paleias: one is the 
commenting, explanatory (tol’kovaia), the other the historical (istoricheskaia) Paleia. The oldest manuscript of 
the first dates back to the 14й1 century, but since it is mentioned in the Nestor-chronicle its time of origin must 
be the 12,h century or even earlier. Up till the 14— 16lh centuries it was considered the most prestigious and 
widely used religious encyclopaedic work in contemporary Russia (either the same applied to Bulgaria or a 
Russian manuscript found its way to the Bulgarian collection). It contained numerous apocrypha from the Old 
Testament, thus substituting the Bible itself. The apocrypha of the Tiberian Sea was included in several manu-
scripts, as indicated by the above example (SANTOS OTERO 1978: 25; LIKHACHEV 1987: 285-288; MlL’KOV 
1999: 130). For the translation of the Church Slavic text I have to thank Ágnes Kriza. Since this episode has 
practically no significance in the examination of the Hungarian myths I present its contents in an abridged, 
reduced form.
■" The expeditions organized in the eighties, nineties, and just recently registered a very rich tradition of 
biblical narratives in the territories of present day Russia, Ukrainie. Belarus and Moldova. But the type in ques-
tion now can only be found in a fragmentary form in the publication containing 1300 texts from this fieldwork 
and from other unpublished manuscripts of local archives (BELOVA 2004). Recently collected Polish texts are of 
similar character (Zowczak  2000).
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of man. Her second book was an analysis of popular texts (Kuzne ts ova  1998b), mainly 
from motivic point of view.
She used more than 300 texts: apart from Eastern and Southern Slavic (Bulgarian
and Serbian) peoples’ legends, their neighbours’ (Finno-Ugrians from the North of the 
European part of Russia and the Volga-area - Karelo-Finnish, Zuryan, Votyak, Cheremiss, 
Mordvin Ob-Ugric - Ostyák, Vogul -, Buriat and Altaian) myths as well. In Eastern 
Slavic tradition she separated the Northern and Southern versions (she used the term “su- 
jet”). The Northern one minutely details the motive of diving, retains the image of the 
demiurge appearing in the shape of a bird - either the bird sent by God brings up the 
earth or the anthropomorphous Satan, or the omitomorphous Satan - the earth is created 
by two demiurges, together or separately (God creates the plains - Satan is unable to do 
that of the piece of earth dropped by God). The Southern “sujet” elaborates on the second 
part of the story: the sand brought up from the bottom of the sea used for the real crea-
tion; then adds motives to the story that are missing from the Northern version: the grow-
ing of the land when the Satan attempts to push God into the water. So the motive of div-
ing appears in a laconic, short, reduced form and the omitomorphous Satan is left out of 
the story (Kuzne ts ova  1998a: 60-61). Kuznetsova prepared an index of motives of the 
available texts, which reflects a fascinating variability. Chapters related to our topic: “The 
Appearance of the Creators” (both of them in the shape of birds; God and a bird; God, 
Satan and a bird; God and Satan, in the form of a bird; God and Satan, who is not a bird 
but fictiously turns into one while diving; God, Satan and different types of devils 
[chort]; or simply two souls) - I do not include the subchapters of the titles below 
Friendly/Fratemal Relationship between the Creators”, “The Creation of Satan", “The 
Creators’ State before the Act of Creation”, “First God Dives to the Abyss to Fetch the 
Material for the Creation”, “Both Creators Dive”, “The Bird Dives”, “The Second Char-
acter Hides a Piece of the Earth Brought up”, “The Means of Bringing up the Earth”, 
“The Material Used for the Creation”, “The Creation of Mainland”, “Satan Tries to Push 
God into the Water while He Is Asleep”, “God Makes Satan Fall Asleep for the Time of 
the Creation of the Earth”, etc. (KUZNETSOVA 1998b: 139-147).
Kuznetsova firmly believes that the shorter, Northern version is the older and more 
original. She sees its proof in the ethnic traditions of the people - predominantly Finno- 
Ugrians - living in the area where this version is spread (this would be the core of the 
story), that got contaminated with the popular form of Christianity, passed on by Rus-
sians, and thus emerged the story of the apocrypha of the Tiberian Sea. The omitomor-
phous earth-diver’s myth got contaminated with a series of apocryphal and canonical 
stories, which linked the fight of the angels and the creation and deliverance of man to 
the original core of the story (KUZNETSOVA 1998b: 132-133). The creation legend of the 
world in the form it appears in Eastern Slavic folklore and in Old Russian written litera-
ture could not have come from Bulgaria since they are entirely different, both in their 
“sujets” and motives (Kuznetsova  1998a: 72-73). She believes the peculiarities of the 
Belarussian and Ukrainian texts require some explaining, as these people do not have 
Finno-Ugrian neighbours. Either the Bulgarian texts got reshaped in these territories, or 
the details of the Northern version were substituted for the Southern ones - thus creating 
contaminated versions (KUZNETSOVA: 133-134.)
“The
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The story below was told by a farmer who came and went frequently in the Southern 
parts of Ukraine: Kuban, Odessa and Bessarabia. His narrative was published in the May 
1887 issue of the Kievskaia Starina, pp. 196-197 (Dragom anov  1961: 86-87).
Long, long ago, when there was yet in the world neither people, nor earth, nor 
trees, nor any kind of living creature whatever, there was water everywhere; and 
above it the first heaven, where lived God and his two servants, Mishka and Grishka 
... And in the same heaven where now is the Mother of God, [since previously the 
first heaven has been mentioned, this must be the second] ... there lived Satanail, 
and he did everything perverse to God. Whatever the Lord wanted to do, Satanail 
would take it and mixed it up, the wretch. And the Lord began to think how to get rid 
of Satanail: but not to get rid of him, but to take away his shirt, in that was Satanail’s 
power. Once Satanail undressed, put his shirt on a stone and began to swim in the 
sea, because the wretch liked to bathe; while the Lord sits in his heaven and watches. 
And the Lord began to tease Satanail. ‘You cannot,’ says he ‘reach the bottom of the 
sea.’ ‘Yes I can too,’ says the devil. And Satanail began to try diving and the Lord 
called Mishka and ordered him to fly over the sea, and when Satanail dived, to blow 
on the sea.
So it happened. Satanail dived the first time, and Mishka began to blow on the 
water. Immediately the sea was covered with a crust; it had frozen. Satanail rose up 
and broke the ice with his head. The Lord says to him, ‘Dive,’ says he, ‘once more!’ 
They had an agreement to dive three times, Satanail dived once more, and Mishka 
blows, and even sat down on the water, he wanted so much to please God. The sea 
again became covered with ice, even thicker. Satanail came out and again broke the 
ice with his head. The Lord says to him, ‘Now dive the third time!’ Satanail dived, 
and Mishka thought he would burst - he blows and blows on the water. And the Lord 
began to help him; he blows on the sea with all his strength. The sea became covered 
with such thick ice that Satanail, when he tried to come out, could not break through 
with his head, and in that time Grishka grabbed his shirt and started to lift himself to 
the sky. Satanail, when he saw that this business was not in fun, melted a hole and 
started after Grishka. He began to catch up, because Grishka had only two wings, 
and Satanail all of six. But luckily Mishka appears and cuts off Satanail’s wings. Sa-
tanail fell into the sea, and Mishka and Grishka carried his shirt to God. It was in this 
same shirt that Jesus Christ was tortured on the cross; but the Lord made Mishka and 
Grishka the archangels Michael and Gabriel.
Another Ukrainian text tells how the angel dived into the sea to bring some earth for 
God to create mainland, but using the little dust he had hidden in his mouth the angel 
made mountains and forests of his own. This dichotomy of “fertile plains made by God - 
infertile mountains, rocks and stones made by the devil” is so much a characteristic of 
Slavic and Caucasian myths (with the exception of Bulgarian legends) that Dähnhardt 
denoted a separate chapter to the related texts under the title “The Creation of Mountains” 
(Dähn har dt  1907: 52-58).
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He too believed that they were the effect of some kind of direct near-eastern (perhaps 
Iranian) influence, not Bogomil. In his collection of examples there are Caucasian, Rus-
sian, Latvian, Lithuanian, Slovakian and Slovenian texts. His Ruthene/Ukrainian text 
from the territory of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy might be of interest for our topic. 
In the beginning there was only water everywhere. One day God ordered one of his arch-
angels called Satanael to fetch a handful of sand from the bottom of the sea in God’s 
name. But twice Satanael brought up the sand in his own name, and both times the sand 
disappeared from his hand. The third time he obeyed but hid a bit of the sand under his 
tongue. He wanted to copy what God would with his handful.
Even so God knew what Satanael had done. He did not say a word but took the 
sand from Satanael’s hand, kneaded it into a pie, laid it on the surface of the sea and 
blessed it. In that very moment the sand-pie began to swell in every direction. It grew 
until its edges reached the skyline. The very same moment the sand that Satanael had 
hidden under his tongue started to grow too and it surely would have choked him had 
he not begun to run up and down on the earth and spit it out. This spitting made the 
mountains and rocks of the earth - otherwise it would have remained totally flat. 
Thus the archangel Satanael stayed alive but god punished him: he cursed and ban-
ished him from heaven to hell, where the devils enthroned him. That is why lands are 
sacred but mountains; especially rocks are the work of the devil. That is why no 
crops grow on them and that is why devils like so much to abide among rocks and 
mountains where they have their meetings with witches. (Dähn har dt  1907: 55)42
The variability of these texts is really high: the sand is hidden in different parts of the 
devil’s body (his eyes, ears, nose, etc.), by spitting out the sand he creates not only moun-
tains but also other infertile territories (deserts, swamps, etc.) and different harmful things 
(tobacco or hop). The Slovakian legend that verbalized this notion has deviated consid-
erably from the earth-diver type and does not include the motive of diving at all:
In the beginning of the world God was flying about high and carried earth in his 
clothing. And wherever he spread it plains, mountains and fertile valleys were made. 
The devil set out in pursuit of him; he wanted a share for himself. But he couldn’t 
reach him, so he grabbed God’s clothes, and when he tore it rocks fell out. That’s 
why the peaks of the Tatra are barren an infertile. (Ibid.: 58)
Returning to Kuznetsova’s conclusions that deny the Bulgarian origin of the apocry-
pha of the Tiberian Sea, they comply with Dähnhardt’s views, as we saw. Thus it is no 
surprise that we find the same in Dragomanov’s works, whose ideas Dähnhardt adopted 
eagerly.
He too was of the opinion that the story of the Satan appearing in the shape of a bird 
had spread among Russians and in general among eastern Slavs much before the sacred
42 Zeitschrift für Österreichische Volkskunde VII: 17, based on a publication by Gregor Kupianko.
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Bogomil books arrived from the south. While the story of the “Russian Slavs” is rich in 
variations with elaborated details, Bulgarians have only one single manuscript (Drago- 
manov believed the Macedonian manuscript from Slepche to be Bulgarian), and it con-
tains only one episode, in spite of the otherwise voluminous Bulgarian apocryphal litera-
ture (Dragomano v  1961: 83). Dragomanov established that certain parts of the South 
Slavic (Bulgarian and Serbian) apocryphal books (some of these I mentioned in this 
study, the others need not be mentioned here one by one) fragmentarily refer to the dual- 
istic creation of the earth or the creation of the earth of mud, and the sky and the earth of 
foam - but they do not include the story itself. About Serbia, where Bogomilism was 
widely spread, he declared that the dualistic creation legend of the earth was unknown 
there;43 although Afanas’ev, Veselovskii and others had all added to this category the two 
Karadzic-texts that we mentioned in the beginning of the present study in connection 
with Lajos Vargyas’s references. Dragomanov did not recite the story word by word; in-
stead, he retold it in his own words:
The devils, when they left God, grabbed the sun, which the king of the devils 
bore stuck on the end of his spear. The earth began to pray to God that it was 
being scorched by the sun, and God sent the archangel to take the sun from the king 
of devils. The archangel began to go over the earth with Satan. Once they came to 
sea and started to bathe. The king of the devils stuck his spear with the sun into the 
ground. The archangel proposed to Satan that they dive, to see who could dive deep-
est. The archangel dived and brought up sand in his teeth. When it came the devil’s 
turn, he created a crow out of his spittle and placed it to watch the sun while he threw 
himself into the sea. But when Satan had dived in, the archangel made the sign of the 
cross over the sea, so that the sea iced over; he seized the sun and flew god ward. 
The crow began to caw, the devil heard it, but he could not break through the ice; he 
dived back down into the depth, took a stone, and with it he broke the ice and took 
after the archangel. But the latter already had one foot in heaven, so that the devil 
succeeded only biting a piece of flesh out of the other sole. To comfort the archangel, 
God promised that all people should have hollowed soles. (Dragoma nov  1961: 84)
The other Karadzic-text, a song from Montenegro, was based on this same story. In 
this song the Emperor Duklijan (Diocletian) substituted Satan and John the Baptist the 
angel. Diocletian’s crown appears as the stolen object and it turns into the sun in the sky. 
Here we find the motive of the three times repeated diving and saying of God’s name, 
though it is present in the form of a false oath (DRAGOMANOV 1961: 83-85).44
43 Károly Jung published the Hungarian translation of the only truly “Bulgarian-type" Serbian legend. Ac-
cording to his study even Serbian researchers neglected this text publication and Jung rendered it to be probably 
of Bulgarian origin. Jung believed that typologically the Karad2ic-texts did not belong to this group; otherwise 
he did not examine any written tradition, i.e., manuscripts (JUNG 1989, 1992).
44 Károly Jung quoted a fairly recent publication on the topic: Nada Milo.ieviC-Dordevii: Car Duklijan I 
Krslitelj Jovan. In Zajednicka tematsko-sizejna osnova srpskohrvatskih neistorijskih episkih pesama i prozne 
tradieije. Beograd, 1971: 163-175 (JUNG 1992: 246).
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According to Johns “the narratives concerning ‘retrieval of a valuable object’ from 
the devil present an interesting problem, since they resemble the Earth Diver myth (the 
competitive diving of an angel or John the Baptist and the devil or the Emperor Dio-
cletian) but do not concern the origin of the earth”. So several researchers (Dragomanov, 
Kuznetsova, Petkanova-Toteva) are of the opinion that they are not connected typologi- 
cally. “Given the creativity and flexibility typical of oral literature, where episodes and 
motifs are freely developed and combined in new ways, it seems more likely that one 
source gave rise to the diving motif both in the Earth Diver and ‘valuable object’ narra-
tives in Ukraine and Southeastern Europe, rather than two completely different ones” 
(JOHNS 2005: 281-282).
Naturally, the motive of “stealing a valuable object” already incorporates the nar-
rowed domain of the “stolen contract”-motive and this leads to Adam’s contract and the 
New Testament. But this is no surprise: some of both the written and the oral texts in-
clude it. In my opinion the Karadzic-texts (due to their similarities with either the above 
quoted Ukrainian text and the Bulgarian one, quoted by Vargyas in the beginning of this 
study, or other similar texts not mentioned here) fit into that circle of variations in which 
the examined text-type appears, in spite of their differences. Dragomanov was of a differ-
ent opinion, he kept to his conviction - which, as quoted above, Dähnhardt adopted in a 
slightly simplified version - that Gnostic (Iranian-Caldean, Mandean and Yezid) creation- 
traditions shaped the Eastern Slavic apocryphal literature of the Tiberian Sea with the 
help of some unidentified agent but directly (Drag oman ov  1961: 89). At the end of the 
19th century Russian scientists had not yet refused the idea that the Bogomil apocrypha 
had been the source of Russian manuscripts. For instance, examining the then known 
manuscripts (among others a 17th century one from Kiev titled Slovo о zachatii neba i 
zemli [Words about the Beginning of the Sky and Earth]) Mochul’skii grouped them the-
matically as follows: 1. God creates the world of the earth brought from the four corners 
of the world, 2. God orders Satan to fetch some earth from the four corners of the world, 
3. God interferes with the creation of the world by ordering Satan to bring up some earth 
and stones from the sea. He established that they all reached back to what had been writ-
ten down in the first part of Liber Sancti Johannis, that is the doctrines of Bogomil here-
tics (Mochul ’SKIJ 1896: 11). Kuznetsova put down these hundred-year-old opinions to 
the few data known at the time.
To further prove the Russian provenience of this group of manuscripts she pointed 
out their textological closeness to the two works of Old Russian written literature, regard-
ing both the contents of the different episodes and the motives of the “sujet”.45 These two 
works, Skazanie о sedmi planitakh [Narrative of the Seven Planets] and Povest’ sviatogo 
Andreia so Epifaniem о voprosekh i otvetekh [Saint Andrew’s Discussions with Epipha- 
nios about Questions and Answers].46 Both contain the Satan’s expulsion from heaven.
45 In Russian folkloristics “sujet” does not stand for the context of the variant but, with the morphological 
interpretation, a kind of “object" - so that is a broader term than “type”.
46 Порфырьев И. Я. Апокрифические сказания о ветхозаветных лицах и событиях по рукописям 
Соловецкой библиотеки. Сборник ОРЯС. Санкт-Петербург, 1877. Т. 17. Кн. 1. С. 86-89. A study (with 
certain shortenings) had been published previously, the text of Сказание о седми платанах: Щапов, А. П. 
Православный собеседник. 1861. Ч. 1.258-260. (KUZNETSOVA 1998а: 77).
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the fight between the archangel Michael and Satan, but the latter also includes the duck- 
Satan’s diving for earth, rather similarly to how it is presented in the apocrypha of the 
Tiberian Sea. This work, just as the one about the Tiberian Sea, was written in the 17th 
century and its manuscript found in the library of the monastery on the Solovetskii Island. 
That is, the places where the written versions of the “sujet” appeared are identical with 
the territories previously identified: the north Russian and Upper-Volga areas, where, 
according to the apocryphon, it evolved (Kuzn etso va  1998a: 65-66).
The Bulgarian, Serbian and Bosnian (called so by Ivanov) manuscripts (also men-
tioned by Dragomanov) Kuznetsova rates in accordance with Dragomanov: since, inspite 
of their references, they do not contain the “sujet” they cannot be considered as possible 
sources (Kuzne ts ova  1998a: 66-67). In the chapter “Nineteenth Century Debates on 
‘Higher Powers’ and the ‘Secret Books’” of his monograph Mil’kov writes about the Bo-
gomil influences at the time of the Kiev Rus. Though in this chapter he discusses the du- 
alistic creation legend of the earth (Mil ’kov  1999: 97-100), his knowledge of the related 
literature and text-material is deficient. He proves the relatedness of the Slavic texts 
through Siberian Russian, Belarussian and Polish versions. Then, walking in Ve- 
selovskii’s footsteps, he made the precis of Cheremis, Mordvin, Altaian and Yakut, and 
following Beliaev47 - a Buriat text. He concludes that although these received some 
Christian varnish, they retained their original, pre-Christian meaning. As for the effects of 
Bogomilism, its strict version (two creators of equal rank taking part in the creation) he 
cannot find in the Russian material - neither in written, nor in oral tradition. So in his 
opinion we cannot talk of the direct influence of Bogomil doctrines during the time of the 
Kiev Rus but of their “transplantation” within certain limits (Mil ’kov  1999: 105).
But the debate is far from being over. Bulgarian Dimitrova-Marinova does not accept 
the Russian provenience of the apocrypha of the Tiberian Sea, that is the conclusions of 
Kuznetsova’s dissertation (KUZNETSOVA 1998b). They had the opportunity to personally 
express their differences of opinion at a Moscow conference in 1995. The topic of the 
conference was the reflection of the biblical sujets in Slavonic and Jewish popular cul-
ture. However, at the time Dimitrova-Marinova was familiar only with the 1995 Moscow 
publication of the theses of Kuznetsova’s dissertation. In her opinion one of the most im-
portant points of difference between Bogomilism and orthodox Christianity is the expla-
nation of the creation of the earth and man. A great number of Bogomil literary works 
elaborate on the subject: Taina kniga [Secret Book], the apocrypha of the Tiberian Sea, 
numerous works on biblical subjects in a cathechetical form48 under the title beginning 
with Voprosy i otvety ... [Questions and Answers ...], especially the ones belonging to the 
Razumnik- [Explanatory] type, the Besedy triokh svatitelei [Discussions of Three Fathers 
of the Church], Bor’ba arkhangela Mikhaela s Satanailom [The Fight of the Archangel 
Michael with Satan], О vsej tvari [Of All Creatures], etc. - all belong here.
47 Беляев M. В. Происхождение народных легенд о миротворении |The Origin of Folk Legends about 
the Creation of the World|. // Известия Азербайджанского государственного университета. Общественные 
науки. Баку, 1925. Т. 4-5. С. 70-73 (Mil ’kov  1999: 119).
48 Explanation of religious principles in question and answer form.
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The importance of these popular works that are so close to folklore, is all the 
more bigger since so far no Slavic manuscript of the Secret Book, considered to be 
the most significant work of Bogomil heresy, was recovered and it has no recorded 
text-parallel in Slavic written literature. The works mentioned above contain the 
Christian interpretations of mythological archetypes. This interpretation was proba-
bly formed under the influence of Bogomil dogmatics, but not under the direct influ-
ence of the Secret Book. According to Dimitrova-Marinova there could be three pos-
sible reasons for this:
1. The Secret Book had no written text in Bulgarian. It was put down, and in Latin 
right away, only when it had to be transferred to Western Europe.
2. In old Bulgarian written tradition only a close circle of the initiates were familiar 
with the Secret Book. That is why the authors of the other works created in Bulgaria 
either did not know it or if they did, they deliberately ignored it.
3. The authors did not intend to set up a Bogomil cosmogony - they merely wished 
to convey a new cosmogonic model in the spirit of Bogomil doctrines that originated 
from the living mythological tradition.
Dimitrova-Marinova accepted this last, third possible explanation. She believes that 
the existence of moderate Bogomilism in popular traditions was the precondition, the 
reason why Bogomil doctrines appeared in Bulgaria first (Dimi trova -Marino va  1998: 
38-39).
Answering Kuznetsova’s reasoning, that the manuscripts of the apocrypha of the Ti- 
berian Sea were found in Russia, she claims that this fact on its own does not prove any-
thing: Kliment Okhridski’s works survived only in Russia too. The great number of North 
Russian manuscripts is not a decisive argument either since earlier Veselovskii published 
several, typologically similar legends from all kinds of different people (Dimitr ova - 
Marinova  1998: 47).
Examining the motives of the apocrypha (e.g., whales holding up the earth) she ar-
rives to the conclusion that these are on connection with one another, appear in identical 
cosmogonic contexts even when one or the other is missing here and there. For example 
Explanatory-type Catechisms contain text-borrowings from other apocrypha, which are 
determinant in old Bulgarian apocryphal tradition: the creation of the sky and the earth, 
Satan diving, the particulars of the story of Adam and Eve or how God and Satan planted 
a tree in Paradise, how they stole the seeds, etc. The homogenous nature of these manu-
scripts implies the hypothesis that there must have been a common source somewhere 
that by all means could not be the Secret Book, since that is incomplete. However, the 
Explanatory-type could be a source of the Secret Book (Dimi trova -Marin ova  1998: 
41-42). The apocrypha of the Tiberian Sea plays a definitive role in these examinations. 
Dimitrova-Marinova is familiar with the complete and at the same time allegedly more 
recent redactions from the Barsovian and the so-called Arkhangelsk versions; she exam-
ined altogether 17 manuscripts. The short versions, which are supposed to be older, do 
not contain the whale-motive; instead they include the spreading of the earth, which is 
quite frequent in Slavic oral legends as well. The comparison of the different versions
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(e.g., investigating the creation of the moon and the sun in different manuscripts: in the 
Secret Book they are made of the circle of angels ruling the air and water; in Catechisms 
of the Explanatory-type - of God’s tear drops and his divine throne; in the apocrypha of 
the Tiberian Sea the sun is made of God’s undershirt, the moon - of his divine face) sug-
gests that their authors “borrowed” from one-another. Thus she arrives again to the 
presumption of an unknown cosmogonic-cosmologic work as an original source 
(Dimitr ova -Marino va  1998: 42-43).
Unlike the author of the Secret Book who wrote a dogmatic work, the creator of 
the apocrypha of the Tiberian Sea intended to unite written and oral traditions with a 
particular aim. In this Bogomilism undoubtedly served as the guiding principle but 
the author’s views were far more moderate than that. This work must have been cre-
ated by a man of letters who had both a good literary and theological education and a 
broad knowledge of the world. The work reflects that tendency of legendarization, 
which was characteristic of 11th—13th century Bulgarian literature (Dimitro va - 
Marinov a  1998: 46).
The Russian reception of Bogomilism and its literature has usually not been part of 
the Russian-Bulgarian dispute. “Apocryphal, Bogomil and Anti-Bogomil literature pene-
trated Old Russian literature through different agents and quite intensively. Coming from 
the South Slavs it spread widely in Russian territories and had a perceivable influence on 
the shaping of Old Russian Christian culture” (SlMl 2003: 118). However, this does not 
decide the question of the Russian vs. Bulgarian provenience of the apocrypha of the Ti-
berian Sea. Making this decision definitely cannot be the task of Hungarian researchers - ■ 
but following the course of the debate is.
THE HUNGARIAN CREATION LEGEND 
OF THE EARTH
Summing up the research history of the dualistic creation legend of the earth it is not 
difficult to realize that of all the concepts of how this legend was shaped and spread and 
how it migrated, only the latest summative study mentions Hungarian creation myths 
(Johns  2005). Apart from the fact that until the late sixties such texts were unknown 
even in Hungary (unlike the above-quoted similar texts), this is not really surprising be-
cause not even the most outstanding experts had a full overview of the facts (although the 
topic has enormous literature).
The truly fastidious and thorough lexicographer of the similarly fastidious and 
thorough Encyclopcidie des Märchens had no scruples writing down the following: “the 
earth-diver myth cannot be traced down in European narratives” (WARD 1982: 141). 
Sándor Bosnyák was the first to publish three legends in 1969 that included the motive 
of the earth brought up from the bottom of the sea. In 1987 he presented five more and 
mentioned that he had four more texts from Moldavia. One of these was probably the 
fragment from Lészped (Lespezi, Romania), that he had published in 1980 (Bosn yák  
1980: 19) Including the two fragments from Bucovina published in 1977 (BOSNYÁK
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1977: 45) he collected fourteen texts altogether, three of them in Bucovina and one in 
Palots land (Northeastern Hungary).49 János Ráduly and József Faragó published three 
versions from eastern Transylvania in 1990, thus there are 17 registered Hungarian 
popular texts;50 a number not to be underestimated even in comparison with the 
neighbouring Slavic51 and the somewhat more distant Baltic folklore. Ráduly and 
Faragó also gave a detailed summary of the Romanian parallels, based on the Roma-
nian catalogue of myths published in the meantime (Brill  1981). But the question of 
how to interpret the unexpectedly recovered Hungarian texts that are indeed among the 
most archaic pieces of our popular poetry, is still open. The 150-year-long research of 
the topic, as I sketched out above, is at the same time a series of methodological ex-
periments of folkloristics. Throughout this process the questions aimed at the origin of 
the myth-type were followed with incessant interest, though the latest Russian- 
Bulgarian debate focused only on the last phase of this process - the shaping of 
the actual text-type, and ceased to investigate the pre-bogomilist dualistic ideas. We 
cannot say that such a search for parallels is considered out of date nowadays. Intro-
ducing Lithuanian creation legends of the earth Laurinkiené lists their Babylonian and 
Ancient/Old Indian parallels randomly but does not attempt to define their genetic con-
nections - she does so relying on the latent supposition of a common Indo-Iranian ori-
gin (Laur inkie né  2003: 253). She considers the Lithuanian texts an organic part of 
Lithuanian culture and has no reservations about how they found their way into that 
culture. Similarly, in case of the Slovenian texts Monika Kropej does not raise the 
question of their being borrowed, although registered Slovenian texts may be very few 
in number (Krop ej  2003: 121). At the same time the most recent introduction and 
research history, compiled to satisfy the demands of a monograph (rich in data pro-
vided by authors not discussed in this study), apart from contrasting the comic ele-
ments of the myths with the seriousness of the ritual colinda-texts, is still trying to 
answer the questions of the origin and spreading of the earth-diver myth (JOHNS 
2005: 280ff).52
Likewise, in case of the Hungarian texts we could just ignore the problem of when 
and where they came from: they simply exist, are rich in variations, beautiful and a part 
of Hungarian culture. And yet, Hungarian researchers are constantly intrigued by this
I personally knew Ferenc Kelemen, artist of wood carvings from Hollókő, the only person outside 
Moldova and Bukovina who was familiar with the creation-legend of the earth. I first met him after Bosnyák’s 
publication in 1993, in the Paris building of the UNESCO (just like in a fairy tale) where the village of Hollókő, 
as part of the World Heritage, was introduced through a series of programs and an exhibition. All he could tell 
me was that he had heard the legend from “Auntie Terka", their neighbour, who had spent her entire life in the 
village.
50 Zsuzsanna Erdélyi published a version that György Máris. Moldavia born resident of Baranya county 
retold her. G. Máris was the source of the most beautiful and the most often republished Hungarian text, but in 
the present study its stylistic analysis must be left out of consideration (Zsuzsanna Erdélyi: “Móduvába hítták a 
szegényt” |“The poor man was invited to Moldova...”]. Új írás vol. 30, 1990, 47-57. The text in question: 50- 
51. Republished by Jung  1993: 12.)
51 Due to their Church Slavic literary origins, Romanian texts belong to the genealogical branch of Slavic
apocrypha.
The answer was quite sceptical: “The question of the origin and diffusion of the Earth Diver myth is still 
unresolved, and will perhaps always remain so ...” (JOHNS 2005: 280).
91The Earth-Diver Myth and the Apocryphal Legend of the Tiberian Sea
question: what sort of culture did we have of our own at the time of the conquest, what is 
the link that connects us to our relatives?
That is why Kálmány investigated the Vogul creation legend and Lajos Vargyas re-
searched our folklore of the time when Hungarians occupied the Carpathian Basin. Still, 
he just refused to consider the publications of the earth-diver myth that appeared in a 
growing number after 1969.
He gave his reasons in his letter to Károly Jung: “The quoted study, issued in 1977,1 
wrote and read at a conference on prehistory in 1971. After that, on Antal Bartha’s re-
quest I handed in my manuscript to the Történelmi Szemle (Historical Review). At the 
time 1 could not have been familiar with Bosnyák’s publication, since Ethnographia, 
written in 1969, was first published only in 1973. The reason why I did not add it to my 
study later - in a proof sheet perhaps - is that it made no contribution to my topic. It was 
clearly a recent borrowing from neighbouring people. It was also of exactly the same 
Bogomil character, and in parts even identical with the Balkanic data 1 had known from 
the literature and separated from Kálmány’s very fragmentary, altered and thus seemingly 
ancient data. I did so because my topic was the traditions of the times before the conquest 
of Hungary, and not Bogomilism. I can only express my appreciation of your present 
comprehensive survey of the latter. That Bosnyák’s data preserve such traditions may be 
rendered probable - but it cannot be proved beyond any shadow of doubt. Their com-
pleteness, their precise similarities with the Balkanic texts and the geographic location of 
their occurrences all imply a later conveyance (although we cannot exclude the possibil-
ity that Kálmány’s data was actually a fragment of these). Likewise, I can only suggest 
that this fragment is independent of the complete - but complete in a Balkanic respect - 
and geographically remote data and survived perhaps along with the other, similarly 
worn, fragmentary and altered Ob-Ugric creation legend, independently of the texts that 
were taken up later by Hungarians in Moldavia and Bucovina. That is, both our concepts 
are possible presumptions.” (Jung  1992: 247)
The last sentence of the letter is worthy of notice; it refers to Jung’s above-mentioned 
article. In that he committed himself to the Bogomil origin of the Hungarian creation leg-
end but the basic specialized literature escaped his attention. The knowledge of that lit-
erature raises doubts about Jung’s conviction. One thing seems certain, and I quoted the 
legends of the areas that surround the Hungarian-speaking territories in a crescent from 
the Northeast to the Southeast to prove it: legends very similar to ours are known there. 
Bucovina and Moldavia are especially significant since their texts are the most complete 
versions and typological ly the easiest to identify in the folklore of several other peoples 
in that region. (Romanian creation legends of the earth originated here; texts containing 
the exclusive motive of diving were discovered in Transylvania and in the Banat - 
Rádul y -Farag ó  1990: 260). At the same time the fact that around the middle of the 20lh 
century the collection of such materials was broken off in Romania (as everywhere else 
in Europe) strongly influences our concept of the geographic spreading of these texts. In 
this respect Hungary and Hungarian researchers living in Romania were the only excep-
tions: the works that began in the sixties altered the previous situation (József Faragó’s 
text dates back to 1958). Where there is no research conducted - there are no texts to 
document, thus the concept (of the geographic spreading) is rendered incidental.
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Vargyas made another significant statement: he admitted that his concept of the 
Ugrian origin was not more than an assumption. None of the opinions worded in posses-
sion of the information that piled up during a century and a half seemed irrefutable. And 
yet, we can rely on a more comprehensive approach in handling this truly exciting ques-
tion. The text philology seems to be the key factor here, as in the other cases of the apoc-
ryphal textual traditions integration into folklore. In case of the apocrypha of the Tiberian 
Sea, Dimitrova-Marinova broght up linguistic and historical certainties in support of their 
Bulgarian provenience. Only when research definitively clears up these questions, may 
the analysis of the creative processes taking place in folklore follow. From this point of 
view we can declare that Lajos Kálmány gave proof of tremendous insight when he set 
up a parallel between the Vogul creation legend and the one about the drunkard’s soul; 
since the ancient sources link the act of God and the devil sharing the world and, primar-
ily, human souls to the moment when the earth was created of the sand brought up from 
the earth-sea. Lajos Vargyas’s ingenuity was no less significant when, on the other hand, 
he heightened the incubus myth from Kálmány’s notes. As I mentioned in my detailed 
summary above, Veselovskii’s opinion, that the ethnic traditions of the Finno-Ugrian 
people had a definitive influence on the shaping of the legend in the Eurasian region sur-
vived to date. It was the bird-motive that played a crucial role in the process. The seman-
tic formula of the Hungarian incubus myth is identical with that of the earth-diver myth: 
the initially harmonic collaboration of the two parties goes sour and one of them wants to 
get rid of the other. The Ukrainian legend published in the Kievskaia Starina (see above) 
uses the same notion of riddance. The chicken-incubus of Hungarian mythology could 
just as well take on the role of the devil as Velnias in Lithuanian or Nifartache in Roma-
nian mythology.53 Thus there is nothing to contradict Lajos Vargyas’s hypothesis that this 
incubus-legend, which in fact has been organically integrated in the system of traditional 
Hungarian beliefs, possibly preserves the narrative elements of the earth-diver myth. The 
recently discovered texts about the creation of the earth belong to the very region where 
they were recovered: Eastern and Central Europe, where Hungarians live and have been 
in touch with the people surrounding them for the past thousand years. And when exactly 
did this myth appear in our culture? We were probably already familiar with it at the time 
of the conquest of Hungary and turned it into an incubus-legend. And, since we were 
familiar with it, we easily accepted its local Slavic redaction. In my opinion the most im-
portant factor is that this acceptance was made possible, even easy by the existence of the 
dualistic system of Hungarian creation myths. In case of the particular versions this re-
ception could take place centuries ago - or just yesterday. Moldavian András Baka, a 
talented storyteller, told József Faragó in 1958 the following narrative:
Fártát and Nifartát. (You can put it in parentheses: they mean brother and not- 
brother in Hungarian.) About ten-fifteen years ago I used to visit old Bo- 
gorica/Bogorics Jánku, or Mihajes/Miháia? Jánku, an old man of eighty, who had 
vineyards. And on one occasion when we had a drinking about the question of the
51 In the quoted legend “Not-brother” is the name of the devil, cf.: RÁDULY-Fara GÓ 1990: 259.
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creation of the world came up. I told how, according to the Bible, the world began. 
But then the old man said that it had not happened the way it was written in the Bible 
- it happened the way he would tell me. And then he told me about the fartát and the 
nifartát. (RÁDULY-Farag ó  1990: 262; Farag ó  2003: ЗЗ)54
Unfortunately, the 20th century criteria of contextualizing were carried out only on 
the creation legends taken down by Hungarian collectors/ethnographers. Thus we are not 
familiar with the ‘biology’ of the many hundreds of texts from the Eurasian area. It 
makes the following data, informing us of the outburst of a lively debate on the question 
of the dualistic creation of the earth in 1978 in a train in Szekler land (eastern Transylva-
nia, Romania) all the more unique.
Two years ago I took the train to work. A Hungarian man from Erdőszent- 
györgy (Sängeorgiu de Pädure) got on too, he went to work to Dicső [Dicsőszent- 
márton, Tämäveni, Romania] too. From that man I heard that when there was no 
land, just clear water everywhere, God almighty sent some kind of devil to the bot-
tom of the sea. He brought up some earth in his fist and put it down, and that’s how 
all the mainland was made.
Now we wouldn’t leave it at that: we all quarreled with him and said he wasn’t 
right, we knew it otherwise, we knew better. We all ended up in a row but he just 
spoke his mind. (RÁDULY-Farag ó  1990: 260)
These data too question Johns’s opinion (2005: 283-284) that these creation leg-
ends are meant to be humorous (both creators are imperfect, the devil is not frightening 
at all, etc.). Indeed, there are truly humorously phrased, humorously presented narra-
tives among them, but due to their naive charm the present day reader may mistakenly 
find something funny that the contemporary story-teller believed to be serious. The 
story itself got properly adapted in Hungarian folk culture both motivically and linguis-
tically. This adaptation is indicated by the variational richness of the seventeen texts. 
The motive of “spreading” appears in them too. This motive occurs in a large number 
in the territories covered by the Northern-Russian manuscripts that are considered to be 
the most archaic of all, but it could also be the result of spontaneous variation. As Mrs. 
József Majlát, née Sára Ötvös from Kibéd (Chibed, Transylvania, Romania) told János 
Ráduly in 1980:
In Noah’s time the whole lot was covered by the Flood. On and on he went on 
the water but found no mainland. Then he met the devil. Noah spoke to him:
- You, devil! Is it just water everywhere?
- Yes - the devil answered.
- Is there no land anywhere?
54 The texts in the two editions are different, here I unified them - I believe that this version is probably 
the closest to the authentic text. 1 used a stroke / to separate the different forms of the names.
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- No, not anywhere - said the devil - but I can get you some, if you want.
And with that the devil left, dived into the water and did not stop until he found 
some earth.
He fetched that earth in his fist; he clenched his fist really tight as he brought it 
up. Noah asked for it.
-1 cannot give it to you - the devil said - because 1 have to spread it.
Then he spread the handful of earth, and that dust turned into mainland. And it 
also made folks and all sorts of creepy-crawly animals. (RÁDULY-Farag Ó: 1990: 
260)
Here the strict Bogomil principles undeniably succeeded: the two creators are each 
other’s equals, and what is more, when Noah, who substitutes God in this version, is at a 
loss and it is the devil who creates the world by himself.
It is not only in the versions of this type of myth that Noah takes God’s place but in 
many different creation legends as well. It is logical, since these tell the story of the re-
creation of the world after the flood. Moreover, in this case the concept of the flood and 
the primordial water link the two stories. The text does not end with the creation of the 
mainland but as in the apocryphal documents and numerous popular stories it continues 
with the making of man and other creatures. In apocryphal literature the narrative of the 
creation of the world includes the deliverance-story of the New Testament as well. Simi-
larly, Hungarian texts may contain references to the New Testament too, like the one be-
low, told by Bucovina-born Mrs. Antal Szegvári in 1961:
God spoke to the angels from heaven and told one of them to dive to the bottom 
of the sea and fetch some sand. When the angel did so it slipped through his fingers. 
God sent him down for the second time but the angel failed again: the sand slipped 
through his fingers yet again. The third time God told him:
- Clench your hand tight and bring up that sand!
And the angel quickly brought it up. God said:
- Put it on the ground!
And then he said:
- Glory! In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, amen.
- Let thy name be Adam! And get up now and go to the garden of Paradise and 
pray, make no mistakes, just pray and live and be!
Then in the garden of Paradise Adam started thinking about what he could do on 
his own. He was bored. And then he looked up to the sky:
- My God, do send someone to me!
And with that he fell asleep. And then God said:
-1 would send the Virgin Mary, but I won’t do that because she is too beauti-
ful.
And then God created Eve. When Eve was made Adam startled and woke up 
and the two of them were happy and went to the garden of Paradise together. 
(BOSNYÁK 1969: 403-404)
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It is worth noting that similar texts, that include the Virgin Mary, are known from 
Bulgarian folklore as well.
To prove that Hungarian popular texts, thanks to their zealous collectors, parade al-
most all motives of the legends from the surrounding territories. I present the 18th Hun-
garian text here. Although, just like the frequently mentioned Serbian Karadzic-version, 
or its alleged Bulgarian predecessor, it is not one of the creation-legends of the earth, yet 
it is a well constructed, fine version of those. As I showed above, it is connected to the 
creation-legend of the earth just as much as the others:
In the beginning, when God created the world, he created the first man: Adam. 
On one occasion Adam got very hungry but had nothing to eat. Then the devil told 
Adam that he would feed him if he betrayed mankind, his descendants, God’s like-
nesses to him. And indeed, the devil gave Adam some food and Adam drew up a 
contract and sold all mankind to the devil. But then Adam regretted what he had 
done, and in tears he complained to Saint Peter about his great sin, that he had sold 
mankind and now he didn’t know how to take them back from the devil’s captivity. 
And Peter felt sorry for Adam and asked God if they could do something to save 
mankind from the devil. Then God told Peter that the only way to save mankind 
from the devil’s captivity was to steel the contract. He told Peter to take service with 
the devil and work for him until they steel the contract.
So Saint Peter went and took service with the devil. But the devil would have 
the contract on him at all times, and Saint Peter couldn’t steel it. So he stayed with 
the devil, and then one summer it was so hot, so scorching hot, that the devil went to 
the sea to bathe. He took his servant with him to look after his clothing on the shore. 
The devil took off his clothes, walked into the sea and bathed and dived to the bot-
tom of it. When he went down to the bottom of the sea, deep down to the bottom of 
the sea, Saint Peter stole the contract from the devil’s pocket and ran off with it to the 
heaven. When the devil returned from the bottom of the sea saw his servant gone. He 
looked to the left and to the right but couldn’t see him anywhere. The devil ran to his 
clothes and saw that the contract had been stolen from his pocket. Off he ran to the 
gate of heaven, after Saint Peter. Saint Elijah saw that and knew that the devil would 
catch Saint Peter.
Then Elijah struck a mighty lightning to the East. The devil believed that Saint 
Peter was there so he now ran on in that direction. But when he reached the East he 
couldn’t find Saint Peter there. Then Elijah struck a lightning to the West. The devil 
ran after it, but getting there he couldn’t find Saint Peter there either. Then Elijah 
struck a lightning to the North, the devil run there, but when he got there he couldn’t 
find Saint Peter there either. Then Elijah struck a lightning to the South. The devil 
ran there too, but when he got there he couldn’t find Saint Peter there either. While 
Elijah lured the devil this way and that, Saint Peter came close to the gate of heaven. 
Finally the devil ran to the door of heaven and reached Saint Peter just as he was en-
tering heaven. He tried to grab his foot with his claws but he couldn’t catch it, he 
could only tear off a piece of flesh of his sole.
96 Ilona Nagy
So thus the devil lost the contract and mankind was freed from the devil’s cap-
tivity. But since then people’s soles are hollow: there is no flesh in the middle of their 
soles. (Farag ó  1995: 50-51; 2003: 35-36)55
The valuable object stolen from the devil, the contract between the devil and Adam, 
the two supportive saints, or the bitten sole are all motives that - as we mentioned earlier 
- are present in the creation legends of the surrounding Slavic people as well. That is why 
1 must emphasize again that the creation legend of the earth cannot be examined as an 
independent typological unit. The Slavic apocrypha remain the basis for further research; 
the texts are supplemented with two important elements. First of all the whale-motive 
requires further elaboration, then the story of the creation of mankind and the Noah- 
legends require more comprehensive examinations. All the more so since Hungarian folk-
lore, with the new results of research, presents an unbelievably rich collection of this kind 
of material. The creation-myth of the earth is an organically integrated element of the 
system of dualistic creation-legends in Hungarian folklore. Its variability indicates that, in 
spite of the individual, fresh borrowings, this system could not have been formed in a 
matter of seconds. This system goes by the surrounding peoples’ culture but retains its 
local touch that is worth introducing.
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Abstract: The article analyses the circumstances of the origin, the course and after-life of a folk re-
ligious movement that emerged in 1986, during the time of the communist dictatorship. The religious 
movement arose in a region inhabited by an ethnic group constituting a religious and linguistic minority, 
the Csángós of Moldavia, in one of the most economically backward zones of Romania. The Csángós of 
Moldavia (a Hungarian-speaking, Roman Catholic ethnic group) in many respects resemble pre-industrial 
ethnic groups; their world view and religious practice have mediaeval characteristics. The Romanian 
communist regime had one of the community’s leaders killed; a doctor who was also a consecrated priest. 
After his death people began to attribute miraculous, healing power to the well in front of his house. As a 
result the well soon became a place of pilgrimage attracting crowds of thousands. The Securitate (the Ro-
manian secret police) tried to prevent the development of the cult; it dispersed what had become a constant 
crowd of believers around the well and placed it under police control. Despite the bans the pilgrimages did 
not stop, on the contrary they increasingly took on the character of a movement. After the area around the 
well was closed, the destination of the pilgrimages was shifted to the village cemetery where the doctor 
was buried and where the miracles, healings and visions continued.
Keywords: religious movement, myth, miracle, repression, conflict, crisis
This article examines the processes of the emergence of a folk religious movement in 
1986-1987 in the zone of confrontation between the exercise of power by the communist 
dictatorship and the religious practice of communities based on traditional values. It tries 
to interpret the lines of force along which the community raised to the level of a cult the 
memory of one of its intellectual members (a victim of the dictatorship) as a strategy for 
reinforcing the challenged world view. Based on precedents in the literature1 I use the 
term religious movement to describe the special social situation that arose in the crisis 
situation to strengthen the symbolical intellectual world.
The Csángós live in Moldavia, one of the economically least developed regions of 
Romania, where the network of civil institutions is on a very low level. The Moldavian
See Gagy i 1998; Giddens  2000; Hamilton  1998; Assm ann  1999.
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Csángós are Hungarian-speaking Roman Catholics. They constitute a linguistic and reli-
gious minority among the Orthodox Romanians and as a result they still live in consider-
able isolation. This is the reason why in many respects they resemble pre-industrial socie-
ties, many features of their world view and religious practice are mediaeval. At present 
the majority are engaged in traditional subsistence farming on land returned to them after 
the change of system in Romania (after 1989), while others find work in the industrial 
zone created in the vicinity of their villages. In recent years the young people have been 
migrating abroad to work on a mass scale.2
In Romania the totalitarian communist dictatorship used terror through its institu-
tions of control as a technical instrument to attain its goals of social homogenisation.3 
The continuous interventions by force in the organisation of production, the regulation of 
distribution and consumption, the attacks on the symbolical sphere (e.g., above all the 
restriction and persecution of religious life) and the various other forms of constraint 
created new conditions and relations in the local societies: they gave rise to social fears in 
relations within society.4 During the autocratic rule the society was subject to continuous 
stress and experienced a whole series of local crises. It is an indication of the social psy-
chological stress of the period that visions were frequently experienced in public build-
ings and in representative places.5
The communist authorities tried to transform the society in Moldavia too. The inter-
vention gave rise to many situations of conflict arising from the mutually exclusive ideo-
logical systems of the values proposed by the state power and the traditional Csángó 
values. In the different villages the conflict usually generated unconscious symbolical 
resistance. The traditional communities threatened in their world view responded to the 
“cultural colonisation” with a defence strategy on a cultic base. One manifestation of this 
was the religious movement that arose around the veneration of a doctor murdered by the 
communist dictatorship in Trunk (Galbeni).
In 1986 the miraculous well in Trunk became the scene of a cult that mobilised the 
entire Csángó region. Catholic believers from the villages came in their hundreds to the 
healing well to share in its miraculous power. The religious movement which in cases 
must have taken on the appearance of a large-scale pilgrimage, soon spread to the regions 
bordering on Bákó (Bacäu) County. At first the movements organised around the cult of 
the miraculous well in Trunk did not have a political colouring, but they nevertheless
2 They seek seasonal work mainly in Hungary and Italy, but there is also a substantial work migration to 
Israel. (See Mohacsek -Vitos  2003: 102.)
3 The communist dictatorship tried to create a mythical legitimisation for all this by creating the mythical 
images of “the new world” and “the paradise on earth". The idols of the new faith were also created by making 
the leaders into cult figures. Anyone who was not prepared to identify fully with the basic elements of the 
communist ideology was regarded as an enemy of the regime and the totalitarian state punished them with 
merciless reprisals. Nation-building as a form of terror was practised with differing intensity in the different 
periods of the existence of the communist regime.
4 Oláh  1998: 106.
5 The authors cited were referring mainly to the practice of the communist regime in the late 1940s, but it 
seems likely that these phenomena occurred with varying intensity throughout the whole period. (See Ga GYI 
1998.)
103Conflict between State Power and the Church in Moldavia during the Communist Dictatorship
took place despite the strict bans and restrictive measures of the authorities. The emerg-
ing movement was regarded as a manifestation against the regime and was always under 
the control and pressure of the internal security organs. The threat affected the dimen-
sions of the social identity of entire communities.
The especially strict supervision the communist authorities exercised over the emerg-
ing folk religious movement in Trunk was due to the fact that the healing well was lo-
cated in the gateway of Márton Benedek, a man who had previously been tortured to 
death by the political police. The political police had placed Márton Benedek, chief phy-
sician of Onfalva (Onesjti) under surveillance because he continued the theological stud-
ies he had begun earlier and was ordained in 1980. According to the information avail-
able to date, after repeated harassment, he was executed by the Securitate (Romanian 
secret police) in 1986 because of his religious moral principles.
The social roles of Márton Benedek in the village community were those of miracle- 
working doctor and holy man. These roles of religious folk life have long traditions in 
Csángó folk religiosity. The persons in these roles always enjoy great respect and have 
important social functions not provided for by official religion. They represented a very 
archaic form of religious experience in which the most important components are ecstatic 
experience, adoration, emotionality and the acceptance of imitatio christi. He too was 
characterised by a very deep interpretation of the Christian ideal, the mediaeval concept 
of faith which is frequently mentioned in connection with the Csángós of Moldavia. Be-
fore his death he expressed the wish to be buried without shoes, saying that Jesus too 
went barefoot.
We know from an interview with his sister that during the last year of his life Márton 
Benedek was under intense police surveillance, and during this period he was in the Se-
curitate torture chambers several times. We do not fully understand the unusually aggres-
sive action taken in the 1980s by the Securitate against Márton Benedek. It seems likely 
that the extensive western church connections maintained by the doctor in Onfalva (On- 
e§ti) probably also played a role in this, as well as the fact that he also had contacts with a 
number of folklorists and collectors from Hungary (among others, Pál Péter Domokos). 
During the communist dictatorship there was a strengthening of the efforts by the Roma-
nian nation-state to assimilate the Catholic Csángó of Moldavia linguistically and to instil 
in them a Romanian identity. For this reason, anyone who maintained contacts with Hun-
gary was regarded as an enemy of the regime since such persons could potentially spread 
and strengthen Catholic Hungarian identity. Márton Benedek must also have appeared 
especially dangerous to the authorities because he was one of the few Csángó intellectu-
als who could have a Hungarian identity.
The well began to become a cultic place in the summer of 1986 when women work-
ing on the local collective farm reported on the miraculous experiences of villagers at the 
well. The women drank water from the well of Dr. Benedek who had died not long be-
fore, and they all felt that it had a special perfume of roses. Around this time news also 
spread in the village of the vision seen by the doctor’s sister who was a nun: the dead 
doctor appeared to her and prophesied that his well would have such healing power that it 
would benefit all diseases. At first public opinion was dominated by the claim that the 
rose perfume probably came from a piece of soap dropped into the well. But the restless-
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ness grew as a few days passed and more and more curious people felt the rose perfume. 
Rumours spread of an unsuccessful attempt to poison the chief of the secret police made 
by envious colleagues. According to the narratives, the attacks against him finally suc-
ceeded: a doctor colleague who operated on him left scissors inside his abdomen and this 
caused his death.
Through local party officials and the police, the authorities tried to prevent the mem-
ory of Márton Benedek being transformed into a cult and his well being called miracu-
lous. Despite this, great numbers of people from villages in the district appeared at the 
well to draw water from it and wash in the water. The well very soon became a sacral 
object attracting crowds of several thousand. According to our data large numbers of 
pilgrims came to Trunk mainly from the southern and south-eastern counties of Romania. 
It was only after the movement grew to such a scale that it became an “affair” for the 
party leadership in the county. Brutal methods were used to prevent people from drawing 
water from the well. Police were sent to guard the well round the clock and then chlorine 
was poured into it to destroy the rose perfume indicating its miraculous nature. After that 
the well ceased to perform miracles.
It is interesting that after the suppressive measures taken by the Romanian political 
police, the site of the cult shifted to the Trunk cemetery where the doctor was buried. In 
addition, people began to attribute miraculous power to earth brought from the grave. 
Local specialists in healing with earth brought from the grave emerged; people in the 
village who had earlier been active in healing undertook to treat those who came to them 
in this way. This helped people experiencing individual crisis situations to find a solution 
to their problems in the given social situation where whole communities felt that they 
could reorganise the symbolic dimensions of their lives through the rose-perfumed well.
Later the doctor’s grave was cemented over and visiting it was regarded as a crime. 
Around the same time some members of the community thought that they could occa-
sionally feel the wind bringing the perfume of roses in still weather in the vicinity of what 
was once the building materials depot. It can be seen that the perfume of roses spread to 
places that were associated in the collective memory with notions of injustice, sacrilege 
and martyrdom. People visiting the grave saw in Márton Benedek the embodiment of 
their individual and collective fate because his well and grave reminded them of their 
fate. According to Gábor Вата, space becomes “sacred space”, a space intertwined with 
the history of the community and native land through such commemorative places. A 
people that has not “taken possession” in this way of the otherwise neutral space cannot 
feel at home in the land.6
The myth of the rose-perfumed well at Trunk strengthened the coherence of the 
community, generated solidarity and helped to overcome social fears. We can deduce the 
heightened presence of social fear also from the responses of Moldavian society to the 
strongest attack made on its way of life, the process of collectivisation resulting in the 
radical transformation of the economic structure. After the campaign by communists who 
went from house to house on behalf of the party with a jug of brandy for the “peaceful”
6 Barna  2000: 695.
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organisation of collectivisation in the Moldavian villages, the eschatological myth of the 
Anti-Christ tempting people into sin was revived throughout the Csángó region, as a 
symbolical manifestation of the emerging crisis. According to the story, the Anti-Christ 
galloping on a black horse offers the water of death from a small jug at the end of the 
world and those who answer the invitation and drink from the water espouse Evil for all 
eternity. They will be tortured by terrible thirst, the whole world will be consumed by a 
rain of fire and only those who resist the temptation of the Anti-Christ will survive. Join-
ing the collective (co-operative farm) was made legitimate, ritually concluded, by drink-
ing from the jug of brandy which became the metaphor for an alliance with the devil.
People’s fear of losing their land resulted in serious social instability. The community 
experienced this as an existential crisis since being deprived of the land meant giving up 
the most important norms for the organisation of life, its symbolical content and their 
identity. The mythical story belongs among the notions of a broader religious ideology, 
the notion of steadily deteriorating, linear time fraught with eschatology.
The collectivisation in the villages was characterised by the manifestation of power 
and the use of open terror. There were villages where people were terrorised with the 
presence of armed soldiers, many people were beaten with sticks.
In addition, the period of communism was a time of strong social historical shifts for 
Moldavian society. As a result of the economic policy of Nicolae Ceau§escu in Moldavia, 
during this period the life space of the Csángó people changed radically because of the 
presence of industrial plants and factories. In the 1970s and 1980s the Ceau§escu regime 
continued the industrialisation begun in the 1950s.7 The region underwent intensive in-
dustrialisation from the second half of the 1960s and as a result an entirely unknown, 
man-made industrial and demographic landscape and environment was created in the 
vicinity of the Csángós who were overwhelmingly engaged in agriculture.8 At the same 
time the industrialisation, and at micro level the collectivisation brought modernisation 
changes resulting in the radical transformation of a traditional way of life. During this 
period the official, institutional conditions for the spread of atheism, secularisation, ra-
tionalisation and technical modernisation were created in Moldavia too.9 This process 
was also strengthened by the collectivisation, after which the industrial workplaces cre-
ated in the towns absorbed not only the male population but also the majority of the 
young generations.10
The urban workplaces set off a wave of migration away from the area and parallel 
with this, commuting to the towns to work reached an unprecedented scale. At the same 
time this led to the appearance of a much wider communication gap than previously for 
the Csángó communities living in a closed social structure and relative isolation, giving 
them greater opportunities for contact with the foreign culture.
Adaptation of the new influences was not free of conflicts. The legends of belief col-
lected in the 1980s show how widespread at that time were mythical stories predicting the
1 VlNCZE 2002: 71.
8 POZSONY 1996: 174.
9 Cf. Gagyi  2004: 260.
10 POZSONY 1996: 174.
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end of the world, in which objects and phenomena of the modem age appear as the works 
of the Anti-Christ. The rapid technical modernisation generated hidden fears and social 
tension in the Csángó communities with their closed structure. They felt that the symbolic 
universe operating their traditional way of life, their system of values and norms were 
threatened. The aversion to change (still found today) in the Csángó villages of Moldavia 
was the alarm felt by the pre-modem.
During the autocratic rule the society was subjected to constant stress and experi-
enced a series of local crises. In the given historical/social situation the rose-perfumed 
well of the doctor at Trunk generated a mass transcendent experience in the midst of a 
social psychological crisis.11
Looking back on the chronology of the events, the uncertainty of the internal security 
organs can be felt throughout in the way they tried to handle the “affair”. This arose from 
the characteristic nature of the movement. The movement in Trunk differed from other 
religious movements or large-scale religious events in that there was no physically exist-
ing institution in the background (as in the case of church feasts), and it did not have a 
chief actor, or rather, he was already dead when the movement emerged.
When the political police executed the doctor, the community quickly created a myth 
around him which in the given situation contributed to overcoming a collective confused 
identity and represented the finding of symbolical control over the world.
With its bans and by preventing remembering, the political authorities contributed to 
the break with the community’s past. All the values that represented continuity with the 
past were questioned.
The communist machinery of power contributed to the violent termination of the 
normative values arising from tradition which in the long run resulted in disrupting the 
society’s rhythm of life. It transformed the story of remembering the doctor into a found-
ing story or myth, which contributed to tracing the right direction for actions, to the con-
solidation of values arising from tradition that had been attacked and emptied. In this way 
the myth contributed to strengthening the symbolical boundaries of the collective identity 
and the community.
From the 1980s, at a time when Romania’s economy was declining and its signifi-
cance in external politics was diminishing, the political police paid increased attention to 
all social movements, including those which were not of a political nature. In late 1985, 
for example, peasants in the Banat region tried to storm the fodder stores, in 1987 work-
ers demonstrated in Brassó/Bra§ov, Temesvár/Timi$oara and Craiova but were repressed 
by the regime. In contrast with these the religious movement in Trunk was not the result 
of conscious organisation. The cause of the intensified social and religious activity was 
not of a political nature either. The uniform movement nature of the activity arose from 
the fact that the different communities focused on a common problem that had not been 
consciously assessed and tried to solve it through religious imagination.
The initial phase of the movement was characterised by the practice of the cult, when 
people tried to apply a cultural therapy with long traditions according to the rules of their
11 Gagyi  1998:31.
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religious traditions. Since at that time the church, an extremely important organisation 
also of social organisation, was unable to formulate satisfactory answers to the situation 
that had arisen, important emotional and religious demands remained unsatisfied. The 
fact that people perceived the action against Márton Benedek as an attack on the secular 
and church institutions which represented a violation of their entire life-world, resulted in 
the emergence of a total conflict. The necessity of change and the demand for resocialisa-
tion of the life space and rearrangement of the religious traditions culminated in a not 
specifically millennial expectation, although its archetypal manifestations undoubtedly 
also appeared here (end of the world, the coming to power of the Evil One, the appear-
ance of a culture hero reminiscent of the Christ archetype).
When the people of Trunk could directly feel the presence of the state power day af-
ter day through the police guarding the well and the visits by the county representative of 
the party committee, nothing happened in the village apart from the circulation of the 
fantastical story, which clearly shows the absence of political behaviour and the nature of 
the movement as an irrational outburst.
The movement in Trunk was not without precedents: the expectation of miracles, 
collective and individual visions had appeared intensively also in the early 1980s in vari-
ous villages of Moldavia. The cause of the collective expectation of a miracle that grew 
into general disorder was the occurrence of a highly emotionally charged event, the mur-
der of the Trunk doctor.
The religious movement in Trunk was based on an ideology having broad social le- 
gitimisation (miracles happen and can occur again). Márton Benedek was a benefactor of 
his community. The murder of an innocent benefactor has cultural precedents with long 
traditions in the beliefs of the Csángós of Moldavia (the influence of Christian mythol-
ogy, the martyr saints). The myth created the legitimisation for the role of the saint (the 
cojnmunity interpreted the life career through the ideology).
The violation from outside of the symbolical sphere caused serious harm to the 
community’s way of life. The mythomotor12 of the religious movement was the memory 
of the doctor who had lived a holy life, which acted as an ideological driving force on the 
mass demonstration of traditional values. Because of its mass nature the ecstatic experi-
ence was regarded as a danger to the authorities because it legitimised a religious world 
view differing from the official one. The political police therefore attempted to suppress 
it by various means. However, because of the nature of the movement’s ideology, at the 
same time as it was subjected to great pressure by the political authorities it reached the 
height of its intensity.
After the opening of 1989 the church channelled the myth into its own territory and 
through its intervention largely contributed to the fact that the cult preserved by the local 
community in the last decade of the communist dictatorship continues to serve a clearly 
emerging function in the sacral life of the local community and the people of the 
neighbouring Csángó villages. It played an inductive role in the development of new
12 ASS.mann  1999: 77-167.
108 Lehel РЕП
rites; it is increasingly present in the earlier rites developed by the local community and is 
increasingly taking over the initiative or leading role in conducting them.
The religious movement of Trunk was the response of an irrational nature organised 
on religious patterns having deep traditions given by Csángó society to intervention by 
the state power and modernisation influences and can be attributed indirectly to the pres-
ence of the state power and the cultural colonisation by communism.13
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Abstract: Drawing on immigrant press sources and church publications, the paper describes and 
analyses the saint’s day festivals of Hungarians who inmigrated to the United States. It traces customs re-
lated to pilgrimages from the end of the 19th century to WW1I. The primary goal in retaining or reviving 
this tradition was to preserve religious continuity, boost national awareness, win the recognition of Ameri-
can society and create ethnic identity above group affiliations. Also, the church festivals held by Hungari-
ans in the United States played partly the same role as the practice in the home country: the religious func-
tion predominated, followed by the opportunity to get together and the intention of strengthening cohesion 
of the community. However, it gradually lost the character of a continuation of old-world experience while 
it gained new symbolic meanings.
Keywords: Hungarian immigrants, saint’s day festivals, popular religion, ethnic and cultural
identity
“Our fellow countrymen from Buzita (Abaúj county) recently observed a saint’s day 
festival on 19 September, the same day they had always celebrated at home. The music 
began at the home of János Laczko at 2:00 in the afternoon, and the company danced 
until midnight. The beer flowed so freely, that even the much-loved (?) Buzita priest 
could have bathed in it. Even the local police were in attendance!”2 Though this scrap of 
news may seem somewhat profane for the opening of a scientific paper, it is nevertheless 
the first - or at least, the first I am aware of - that communicates how Hungarian immi-
grants in the United States preserved, among other elements of their home culture, the 
custom of holding saint’s day festivals in their new surroundings. For this reason, what 
would otherwise seem an insignificant article is worth examining further and putting into 
some kind of perspective. Once some additional information is taken into consideration, a
1 The collection of certain information, primarily in relation to Bridgeport, was made possible by a 1993 
Fulbright scholarship and the support of the OKTK VIII/B (Hungarian studies) research fund.
2 Amerikai Nemzetőr, 6 October 1897, p. 8.
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deeper understanding of the transformation undergone by and functions served by the 
everyday religious lives of Hungarian immigrants may be gained.
The news article cited above appeared in Amerikai Nemzetőr, published in Toledo, 
Ohio, on 6 October 1897. At the time, Hungarian immigrants had only one Roman Catho-
lic church, the Szent Erzsébet Congregation of Faith in Cleveland, founded on 11 Decem-
ber 1892. (Prior to that, there were joint Slovakian-Hungarian churches in Hazleton, 
Pennsylvania and in Cleveland, but one soon dissolved as a result of national differences, 
while the Hungarian and Slovakian halves of the other took leave of each other to form 
separate congregations.) In 1893, believers in Cleveland raised a church of their own, 
which for years remained the only Hungarian Roman Catholic Church in America. More-
over, there was only one Hungarian Catholic priest operating on the continent at the time: 
Father Károly Böhm, the Cleveland parish priest. Böhm was a native of Selmecbánya 
[today Banská Stiavnica in Slovakia] who spoke Hungarian, Slovak, and German. In 
December of 1892, he had been sent abroad by the Primate of Hungary at the request of 
the Cleveland Catholic bishop to undertake the organisation of Hungarian ecclesiastical 
life and was thus the first to found a church in Cleveland.3
For years, Károly Böhm cared for the souls of the numerous Hungarian Catholics 
spread over the expansive territory of the United States, visiting Hungarian settlements on 
the East Coast, in the industrial centres of the Mid-West, in the mining country of Ohio, 
and even in San Francisco and Texas. During the first six months of 1898, for example, he 
appeared in 24 separate towns, customarily, as he wrote in his journal, “on Saturday, Sun-
day, and Monday, so that every Hungarian church-goer could partake of the sacraments. 
In this way, I travelled a total of twelve thousand four hundred seventeen miles by train 
alone, delivering the sacraments to 239 young men, 70 girls, 692 men, and 426 women: a 
total of 1427 souls”.4 In addition to Hungarians, Böhm regularly saw to the needs of Slo-
vakian Catholics, as well, especially those living in distant mining areas. From 1894 on, 
Böhm also published a weekly church newsletter, Magyarországi Szent Erzsébet Amerikai 
Hírnöke [The American Herald of Saint Elizabeth of Hungary], which served not only to 
keep members of his own church informed, but also to sustain relations between believers 
separated by vast distances.
The Cleveland parish priest first appeared in Toledo, Ohio in January of 1898. 
“Here,” he noted, “believers who took confession each contributed a dollar, and two of 
them ordered holy mass. This is how it went from beginning to end, to the eternal joy of 
old András Tóth and his wife, who were perhaps the first Hungarians to offer their homes 
for the purposes of holy mass. I am the first priest from Hungary to turn up here. Some of 
these people have not had the opportunity of given confession for 5, 6, or 7 years.”5 Thus, 
Hungarians who had made their way here had not yet organised a formal church life for 
themselves, so that the touring Hungarian parson held even the holy mass in people’s
3 For information on the history of the church, see KENDE 1927, vol. II: 370-391: TÖRÖK 1978: 108-113: 
Vardy  1985; PUSKÁS 2000: 151-163; Károly Böhm's biography was written by one of his desccndents, Fer-
enc Kárpi, not for expressly scientific purposes or according to scholarly standards, but based on the priest’s 
journals and contemporary documents. Kárpi  1991.
’ KÁRPI 1991:66.
5 Ibid.: 46.
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homes. The framework for the sort of spiritual life they had led prior to immigration was 
not yet in place. Thus, it was no chance happening that the Buzita immigrant community 
in Toledo chose to hold their saint’s day festival in secular form. The reason was obvi-
ously not that the lack of priest and church had left them with entertainment as their only 
option. In folk custom, the worldly trappings that accompanied the religious content of 
saint’s day festivities occupied no small place in the overall scheme of events. Thus, 
though the minute news item cited above verifies only that a dance had been held on the 
day in question, it also demonstrates that Hungarian immigrants in America had no desire 
to leave behind the saint’s day custom so important to old-country culture. Later, it will be 
shown that in Toledo, following the establishment of the Hungarian Roman Catholic 
Church, saint’s day celebrations were introduced not only in their secular form as dis-
cussed above, but also as true religious events.
In Toledo, the inclination toward religious organisation was reinforced beginning in 
1897 by the formation and subsequent vitálisadon of the King Saint Stephen I Roman and 
Greek Catholic Sick Benefit Society. The church itself was organised a year later, fol-
lowed in 1899 by the construction of a church building, consecrated in August on the day 
of Saint Stephen, the community’s patron saint. This was the second Hungarian Roman 
Catholic Church to be founded in the United States. Church consecrations were extremely 
important events in the lives of immigrants, offering an occasion for members of the 
faithful dispersed throughout the U.S. to meet and celebrate together. In Toledo, the con-
secration of the Saint Stephen’s Church became the celebration day of its patron saint. 
“The Hungarian people hold the custom of holy pilgrimage in high esteem. Here in Amer-
ica, however, there is no occasion for pilgrimage. That is, there was no occasion in the 
past, though there will be from now on”, wrote Károly Böhm in his church newsletter, 
referring to the invitation of a Cleveland club. “This is how our Prince St. Imre Society, 
which resolved to organise a saint’s day festival in celebration of the August 20 consecra-
tion of the Holy Hungarian Church of Toledo, conceived of the matter.” The Cleveland 
parson recounted the event, to which pilgrims had travelled by special, reserved train: 
“Upon the initiative and hard work of the knightly division of the Cleveland Prince Saint 
Imre and Sick Benefit Society, a group of about 200 enthusiastic saint’s day revellers was 
formed. The group travelled to attend the church consecration held in Toledo 117 miles 
away, not, perhaps, to make merry, but to express their piety toward King St. Stephen, as 
the apostle of the Hungarian nation. Heaven will reward them greatly for both their ef-
forts and the offerings they brought.”6
Among Hungarian Americans, the celebration of St. Stephen’s Day was a general 
sign of awareness of one’s national-ethnic identity. In the United States, Hungarian 
Catholic churches showed a tremendous preference for St. Stephen when selecting a pa-
tron saint. According to a survey drafted by Géza Kende, chronicler of Hungarian- 
American life, there were 59 Hungarian Catholic churches operating in America in 1927, 
of which 13 confessed Saint Stephen as patron saint. Somewhat fewer sought the protec-
6 Ibid.: 104-105.
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tion of other personages (6 the Nagyboldogasszony [Blessed Lady], 4 St. László, etc.).7 
Thus, St. Stephen’s Day became the date most often chosen for ecclesiastical saint’s day 
festivals. The largest and best-known events of this type were held in Toledo, Bridgeport 
(Connecticut), and McKeesport (Pennsylvania).
Sources speak of the St. Stephen’s Day festivities held in Toledo in the 1930s as 
lively occasions, with people visiting the Hungarian community from relatively distant 
places. The rich secular program was seen as the most important ethnic community event 
of the year. The St. Stephen’s Day panoply would have been unimaginable without tradi-
tional Hungarian honeycake figures. (See later for more on this.) It is worth noting that 
the Birmingham Ethnic Festival, created during the 1970s in the spirit of contemporary 
ethnic movements - and, in fact, still held today - was originally developed as a multieth-
nic complement to the St. Stephen’s Day celebration organised by the former Hungarian 
community.
In other places, too, Hungarian immigrants sought to establish New World traditions 
along the Old World pattern. In Chicago, the congregation of the Our Lady of Hungary 
Roman Catholic Church first observed the “most important festival of the blessed Mary” 
on 13 October 1907. Saint's day holy mass was held “according to the custom at home” 
by Wuldon, the bishop of Chicago, with the sermon delivered by the parish priest, László 
Farkas. Lending a particular lustre to the entire affair were performances by the St. Imre 
Youth Society Boy’s Choir and the Rákóczi Brass Band. Litany at 4:00 p.m. was followed 
by secular festivities held in Slumbrick Hall, the community building next to the church. 
Celebrants engaged in various competitions in the yard in front of the church, followed in 
the evening by amateur theatrical productions.8 Five years later, a newspaper article cov-
ering the usual saint’s day festivities would emphasise that the event was not merely a 
religious ceremony, but a Hungarian holiday where “every Hungarian living in the city 
and surrounding area celebrated together, without regard for denominational differences”. 
The saint’s day ceremony, which was attended by “many thousands of Hungarians”, was 
held by Reverend László Farkas, patron of the saint’s day custom in America, Kálmán 
Kovács from McKeesport, and Gyula Szepessy from Cleveland. According to the article, 
the local priest hosted “the creme de la creme of the Chicago area Hungarian population 
in old Hungarian fashion, while the rest of the community celebrated in Slumbrick Hall 
with true Hungarian conviviality”.9
Drawing some of the largest crowds was the church festival of Saint Stephen’s 
Catholic Church in McKeesport, Pennsylvania, first held in 1899 at the initiative of 
church priest Kálmán Kováts. The event was reported each year in Magyarok Csillaga 
[Star of the Hungarians] (1900-1905), and in its later incarnation, the Magyar Katholikus
7 KENDE 1927, II: 384-385. The Hungarian character of churches appearing in the record varies. In real-
ity, not all of them qualified as Hungarian-speaking even then. Many were listed as Hungarian churches based 
on their foundation alone.
* Magyar Napilap, 7 October 1907.
9 Chicagói Magyar Hírlap, 18 October 1912. In Chicago in the 1920s, Greek Catholics from the territory 
of Hungary held large saint’s day festivals on Saint Peter and Paul Day “according to the custom at home”. 
Festivities were observed after the church ceremony with all the secular trappings and a gypsy band: "women of 
the church serve gulyás from tents and a bazaar is opened”. Az írás, 30 June 1929.
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Zászló [Hungarian Catholic Flag] (1906-1926), a church newsletter edited and largely 
written by Kováts himself. The evolution of the saint’s day tradition is clearly traceable 
through subsequent editions of this publication, especially as regards the part played by 
Kováts, who managed and controlled church life with great force of will. From his calls 
to action, reports, and saint’s day sermons, the religious content of the McKeesport St. 
Stephen’s Day Festival and the significance attributed to it by the priest are plainly dis- 
cernable, though the same may not be said of accompanying secular elements. The news-
letter claims, for example, that in the first decade of its founding, 600-800 people took 
confession at the festival, while the larger event regularly boasted thousands of partici-
pants from the Monongahela Valley and even more distant Hungarian settlements.
In explanation of his having chosen St. Stephen’s Day for its saint’s day festival, the 
parish priest gave the following justification: “It was on this day that we Hungarians of 
the Monongahela Valley held our first celebratory Hungarian mass one year ago [in 
1899]. Given that the patron saint of our congregation is also Saint Stephen, we will cele-
brate this day as our own saint’s day festival both now, and for as long as Hungarian 
hearts still beat in the Monongahela Valley.”10 On another occasion he wrote, “there are 
no places of pilgrimage here, but we do have churches, where, because songs are sung in 
the tongue of our sweet mothers, and the holy gospels are spoken in the sonorous lan-
guage of our homeland, we are able to pray better than in a place where we understand 
nothing of this”.11 Here it becomes clear that the founding of the Hungarian church, and 
its maintenance as a centre for working-class immigrants, lent meaning to a festival ob-
served on the day of the church’s patron saint. Plainly, the custom may be seen as a con-
tinuation of and, simultaneously, a recreation under new circumstances of an old Hungar-
ian (and general ecclesiastical) practice.
At the time Kálmán Kováts penned the above article, the church in McKeesport had 
been functioning in a temporary church. Once the new church had been consecrated in 
1901, its St. Stephen's Day fair and festival grew in importance to the lives of Hungarian 
immigrants living strung throughout the industrial areas around Pittsburgh. Each year, 
hundreds made the pilgrimage to St. Stephen’s church. To use one of Kálmán Kováts’ 
favourite expressions, a turn of phrase which appeared on the pages of the church news-
letter virtually every year, McKeesport “was to the American Hungarian population what 
Mecca was to the faithful Moslem, or Rome or the Holy Land to the believing Chris-
tian”.12
A quarter of a century later, in 1925, the priest wrote of the significance of the St. 
Stephen’s Day celebration:
“The Hungarian Roman Catholic community of the Monongahela Valley celebrates 
the day of the patron saint of our church, that is, the Festival of King Saint Stephen, for 
the twenty-seventh time this year. This was the day on which the Holy Gospels were first 
heard in Hungarian in the Monongahela Valley in America, and this was the day on which 
our church was consecrated. Thus, it is from our standpoint a very great day of celebra-
10 Magyarok Csillaga. 4 August 1900, p. 249.
11 Magyarok Csillaga, 11 August 1900, p. 259.
12 Magyar Katholikus Zászló, 15 August 1926, p. 2.
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tion; as these saint’s days were those that not only divided the history of the Hungarian- 
American population in two in America, but in terms of religion, the events that occurred 
on this day aroused from its enchanted sleep the theretofore slumbering national self- 
awareness of the Hungarian people.
In a news item published in 1903, Kováts wrote of the festival decorations: “The altar 
candles will be accented by ribbons in the Hungarian national colours; the pulpit cloth 
will be edged in the same. ... The exterior wall of the church will be wreathed in draper-
ies in the Hungarian national colours; from the steeples of our church, the Hungarian and 
American flags will sway in the wind; inside the church, men and women of true Hungar-
ian heart will be watched over by images of the Hungarian saints, who in beautifully 
crafted paintings shall lay the whole of Hungarian history out before us.”14
Kováts felt it very important that he make his church and, through it, the Hungarian 
immigrant community acceptable to American society and the American authorities. Of 
the possible means for achieving this, he attributed especial significance to the saint’s day 
festival, and more particularly to his having been granted a permit for the accompanying 
procession “with the waving of Hungarian flags” held outside the church as part of the 
festivities. “This is a great and remarkable event,” he wrote, “because in our ecclesiastical 
district, no public church procession - that is, no procession to advance along the full 
length of the street - was permitted anywhere at any time prior to 1905. And thus it was a 
unique and illustrious event in the history of America that at that time, in 1905, our public 
church festival of King Saint Stephen’s Day was personally led by the bishop himself - 
yes, Regis Canevin, the good bishop of the ecclesiastical district of Pittsburgh - with 
Hungarian song and the waving of Hungarian flags.”15 The street procession was held 
every year thereafter, which Kálmán Kováts took as a visible sign of acceptance and rec-
ognition for the Hungarian community. Held in public areas, these colourful parades were 
one of the typical means by which the immigrants presented themselves to others, thus 
forging their own special ethnic identity; and it is clear that community leaders under-
stood the significance of this.16
The procession was held before the 10:30 mass, with participants observing a set or-
der as they left the church: the cross was followed by “a row of girls in white dresses. 
After that came the Society of Saint Margit and the Congregation of Maria; followed by 
the Society of the Holy Name of Jesus, the Rosary Society, and members of the Altar 
Society in full regalia; and finally came the members of various men’s clubs; in their 
wake marched the church curators with burning candles, succeeded by the priesthood, for
„13
13 Magyar Kalholikus Zászló, 15 August 1925, p. 1.
IJ Magyarok Csillaga, 21 August 1903. The church received its altarpiece, the work of János Molnár Pen-
telei, from Franz Joseph at the time of its consecration. In the image, St. Stephen offers up the Holy Crown to 
Mary. See BOROS-KAZAI 1981. 17-19.; McKeesport 1975. With the exception of the altarpiece donated to 
McKeesport by the king, “the official State of Hungary and Hungarian bishops and archbishops contributed not 
a relic, statue, or icon to the Hungarian-American churches whose congregations had once breathed in the first 
doctrines of their Catholic religious lives in their own ecclesiastical districts". See KENDE 1927, vol. II: 385.
15 Magyar Kalholikus Zászló, 14 August 1919, p. 266.
16 See fejős  1993: 128-133.
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whom the curators served as an honour guard. After the priests came the choir and, last of 
all, the congregation.”17
Kováts’ primary goals were to preserve religious continuity, revive national self- 
awareness, gain general recognition on the part of American society, and to communicate 
the distinction between Hungarians and other ethnic groups - or even to resist them - 
with primary reference to Hungarian Slovaks. Behind his attitude and efforts lay a desire 
to reinforce a national self-awareness founded on religious morality, an ideal he pro-
claimed fiercely - in his weekly church newsletter, among other media - in the face of 
unbelievers, including socialists (in general or concretely), pan-Slavs (concretely “tót” or 
Slovak peoples immigrated to the U.S. from the territory of Hungary), and Protestants 
(often in the persons of the area’s Hungarian Reformed ministers).
Year after year, as the time for festivities approached, the priest reminded his parish 
of the religious significance of the event: that confession was absolutely necessary if one 
was to gain the remission of sins. By the same token, he did not fail to upbraid those to 
whom the festival was viewed primarily as an occasion for eating, drinking, entertain-
ment, and licentious behaviour. “Many,” he wrote, “feel that a saint’s day festival is only a 
saint’s day festival if they may visit one another, buy each other gifts at the fair, and even 
partake of various entertainments. This, however, is far removed from the spirit of the 
Roman Catholic faith; it is true, of course, that it is permitted to enjoy oneself at such a 
time, but only if one has first given God what God is due.”18
For this reason, Kováts chose to make no further mention of the non-ecclesiastical 
events of St. Stephen’s Day in McKeesport. From other sources, however, it is clear that 
during the 1920s, the secular side of the festival took the form of a typical American 
summer picnic.
The nearby community of Lechburg offers an example of the presence of traditional 
saint’s day festival mementoes at such events in America. The Lechburg community, 
which had separated itself from that of McKeesport and had consecrated its church to the 
Ascension of the Virgin Mary in 1919, celebrated its own saint’s day festival on the first 
Sunday after Mary’s Day, on 15 August.19 In 1921, according to a preliminary news an-
nouncement, a “Hungarian-style saint’s day celebration and evening picnic” were held 
following Sunday mass. “The self-improvement group will set up a Hungarian puppet 
theatre in front of the church to refresh dear, old memories from our distant fatherland. In 
addition to honeycake cookies, babies, swords, and mounted hussars, there will also be 
old-fashioned márc [sweet refreshment made by honeycake-makers] and sweet lemonade 
available”, the item read.20
17 Magyar Katholikus Zászló, 15 August 1925, p. 3.
18 Magyar Katholikus Zászló, 15 August 1926, p. 12. Kováts often condemned the old-world secularisa-
tion of saint's day festivals, as well, which he considered a clear sign of the final degradation of the “old, glori-
ously lustrous Hungary”. See Magyar Katholikus Zászló 20 August 1914, inner cover.
19 Magyar Katholikus Zászló, 14 August 1919, p. 263; 21 August, pp. 270-271. The 8 August 1918 edi-
tion of the church newsletter (pp. 253-255) lists all those who purchased the churches accessories and furnish-
ings by name, indicating the place of birth in the old world of each individual.
20 Szabadság, 5 August 1921.
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The sorts of honeycake figures traditionally sold at church festivals turned up in both 
Toledo and Bridgeport. Based on the remembrances of one-time participants and sporadic 
contemporary press sources, it may be established that this old-time custom was main-
tained in both cities throughout the 1930s. On St. Stephen’s Day in Toledo, organisers set 
up tents, from which they sold honeycake, along with a special type of hard pretzel that 
was first boiled, then baked. After the First World War, honeycake was brought in to 
Toledo from Cleveland. In 1936, for example, the honeycake seller’s tent stood opposite 
the school next to the church; his confections came in the shapes of hearts, swords, hus-
sars, babies, baskets, and guitars.21
The man who made honeycake in Bridgeport was András Vécsey, whose bakery and 
confectioner’s shop would operate in the city for decades. Vécsey and his two brothers 
were familiar figures in the Hungarian-American community. Vécsey and his older 
brother had immigrated to America to escape family problems in 1888 - his father had 
been sheriff in the district of Gönc, and later the parliamentary representative of Abaúj 
County - and had later served in the U.S. Army. He had learned his trade in Ger-
many before leaving Europe, opening his shop in Bridgeport at the beginning of the cen-
tury and, according to an advertisement published in 1916, soon became the city’s only 
honeycake maker and maker of cakes for Hungarian wedding feasts.22 The honeycake fig-
ures he sold for the St. Stephen’s Day Festival were considered by the American press to be 
a typical ethnic treat peculiar to the Hungarians. “Andrew Vecsey,” wrote the Bridgeport 
Post in 1938, “still makes the traditional Hungarian cake images of soldiers and saints which 
are used by members of his church on religious and national feast days.”23
The role of the saint’s day festivals of Hungarian immigrants was at least in part 
identical to that played by the same festivals at home: they were primarily religious occa-
sions, accompanied by community events intended to foster community spirit. Festivals 
gave relatives, acquaintances, and the residents of various Hungarian settlements the 
opportunity to meet one another. Also clearly present was an effort to shape certain 
church festivals, at least as much as possible, into true occasions for pilgrimage, though 
the religious basis for this involved only churches founded in foreign lands. The estab-
lishment of a church, consecration of a church building, and the honouring of a church’s 
patron saint together provided the basis for the observation of saint’s days among immi-
grants. The circumstances surrounding immigration did not allow for the introduction of 
true religious festivals centred on pilgrimages, though the denominationally homogeneous 
Poles did manage such a feat: the Polish community founded a shrine in Dylestown, 
Pennsylvania, which contributed to the subsequently independent character of Polish- 
American Catholicism.24
The process by which saint’s days and other old-world religious customs survived 
and were transformed can also be interpreted within a broader framework. Folk religious
21 SZUCH 1987: 70.
22 For more on his life: Bridgeport Sunday Post, 14 October 1934; Report, 1916.
23 The article was published on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of Vécsey’s arrival in America. 
Bridgeport Post, 28 September 1938. (Newspaper clippings, Bridgeport Public Library.)
24 BUKOWCZYK 1987: 41.
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feeling in the lives of European immigrants in America was not merely - and not simply 
- a symbol of and instrument for maintaining culture and creating group cohesion in a 
foreign environment. American social historians have pointed out that popular religion 
imported from abroad and adapted to new circumstances gave believers support in their 
forbearance of American class and power relations.25 The act of founding churches in the 
United States was itself born of the spontaneous religious movements that arose in immi-
grant communities of various sizes, as they received no aid from the state, and those arriv-
ing from Europe were unused to this. The examples cited above provide further evidence 
of this phenomenon. Immigrants were forced to organise churches out of their own re-
sources, supplemented by aid from the homeland only much later. Local ecclesiastical and 
secular authorities, on the other hand, did more to hinder these organising forces, with 
their unfamiliar rites, traditions, and language, than to help them. Immigrants derived 
strength from their traditions, in opposition to which their own priests would wage a bat-
tle for clarification, later, during the period of institutionalisation. Kálmán Kováts, as it 
was shown, exhibited little tolerance for the folk interpretation of the saint’s day festival 
within the walls of the church itself, while doing everything he could to keep the religious 
awareness of believers under control, and to wholly infuse that awareness with the ideol-
ogy of old-world nationalism. According to John J. Bukowczyk, by the 1930s, the clergy 
(“orthodoxy”) had overpowered both the folk concept and practice of religion, while at 
the same time both had lost ground to a general secularisation of society.26 In the mean-
time, in some places, a few elements of custom - some with closer and others with looser 
ties to the church - were transformed into the symbolic building blocks of - and, in fact, 
symbols of - the ethnic awareness and identity of former immigrants. And in this sym-
bolic manifestation they would begin to play a role that gradually lost the character of a 
continuation of old-world experience.
In this study, I have attempted to paint a picture of the saint’s day customs observed 
by Hungarian immigrants in the United States from the end of the 19th century through 
the Second World War, based on a selection of press sources and church publications. I 
have not dealt with the changes and new phenomena that accompanied the period to fol-
low, as these occurred under entirely different socio-historical circumstances and thus 
require separate consideration. It is for this reason that I have said nothing of the Ameri-
can shrine to the Csíksomlyó Madonna founded by the Transylvanian Franciscan order in 
Youngstown in 1964, which the bishop of Youngstown accorded the name “Comforter of 
the Afflicted”.27 Scholarly investigation of this later period would not only allow for a 
deeper understanding of a new type of immigrant/émigré saint’s day festival, but also 
reveal the unusual spread of the spirit of Csíksomlyó, the Transylvanian centre of Hun-
garian Catholicism. Moreover, it would shed light on the nature and character of transna-
tionalism - considered one of the typical cultural symptoms of our times - from the 
standpoint of cultural identity, and of the evolution of Hungarian national culture. But 
this, it would seem, must remain a topic for future study.
25 VF.COLI 1977; BUKOWCZYK 1988; POZZETTA 1989: 76, 90.
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THE SECURITY OF HOPE
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Gábor Barna
Department of Ethnology and Cultural Anthropology, University of Szeged 
Egyetem u. 2, H-6722 Szeged, Hungary 
E-mail: barna@hung.u-szeged.hu
Abstract: The Living Rosary Association, a renewed form of the rosary confraternity, was princi-
pally an association of the peasantry and lower social strata in Hungary. The paper presents and interprets 
the confraternity practice of a settlement (Kunszentmárton, Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok County on the Hungar-
ian Great Plain), through confraternity minutes (1851-1940), the fraternity’s religious literature and jour-
nal, interviews and comparison with other fraternities. The rosary was principally a form of female devo-
tion. However, up to the 1940s the leaders were men. The high degree of feminisation can be interpreted 
in the frame of the process of secularisation. In the course of the processes of economic, social and cul-
tural modernisation, the tasks of the private sphere within the family (running the household, raising chil-
dren) fell to women. Within this frame they also provided for the family’s sacral world. Until the 1940s 
the rosary confraternity preserved its character as a women’s mass movement. At the turn of the 19lb-20lh 
century the prayer groups were organised on a family and neighbourhood basis. The confraternity also es-
tablished its own funeral society, linking the living and the dead in prayer.
Among the reasons for the popularity of the rosary were its democratic nature and the clear religious 
goals: it provided the faithful with an institutional frame for their charitable activity; it set readily under-
standable and easily performed tasks for its members; it required the acceptable co-ordination of individ-
ual and communal forms of religious practice. The prayer had a flexible spatial and temporal structure, 
that is, the prayers could be said at any time and anywhere, even during work. This ensured for devotions 
a required intimacy but at the same time also a communal character.
We have a tendency in research to regard the religious confraternities only as a sociological and cultural 
phenomenon, forgetting the transcendental aspects they have for members. Besides the few characteristics 
mentioned so far, membership of the rosary confraternity offered and still offers its members the possibility of 
salvation through the certainty of faith. This gives the members the security of hope for the future.
Keywords: Living Rosary Association, rosary, feminisation, individual and communal religious 
practice, the security of hope
THE PROBLEM
The lay religious societies are important forms of the self-organisation of lay be-
lievers, they represent significant organisational frames of religious society, having a 
key function in the everyday realisation of both individual and collective religiosity. In
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addition they may also undertake numerous tasks of social adjustment and solidarity: 
they may also play charitable, social welfare and cultural roles. They are organisations 
with a complex function. These functions may appear to differing extents in the opera-
tion of the individual societies. The rosary confraternity is a typical prayer society. Its 
aim is to serve individual salvation and the religious goals of the community through
prayer and good deeds.
From the viewpoint of the individual, belonging to or joining a religious society 
and participation in religious movements (perhaps) also required and therefore meant 
partly or completely rethinking and reformulating the individual’s network of contacts. 
These contacts are understood here to mean the individual’s relationship not only with 
other people but also with God, and the connection with present, future and past. The 
individual considers the questions: who am I, where do I belong, what is my goal in 
life?
My paper attempts to examine and interpret this in the everyday life in the 19th and 
20lh centuries of a single religious society, the Confraternity of the Living Rosary in Kun- 
szentmárton.1 The minutes of the confraternity, kept from the foundation in 1851 to 1940, 
were used for the investigation. In addition to analysing the historical data 1 also used 
interviews 1 conducted with present-day members.2
HISTORY
OF THE LIVING ROSARY
Under the influence of the revolutionary movements of the 18lh century and the 
Enlightenment, alienation from the Catholic Church, or secularisation, was stronger in 
France than anywhere else in Europe. In this situation Pauline Maria Jaricot (1799-1862) 
established the so-called Living Rosary prayer confraternity in Lyon in 1826. Its structure 
and special characteristic was that 15 persons group together and divide up among them-
selves the fifteen mysteries of the rosary into three times five (joyful, sorrowful and glo-
rious) mysteries,3 saying the prayer, one decade4 throughout the whole month. The rosary 
confraternity and the device and tool used to count the prayers (in a different form) was 
known from the 14th century.
Pope Gregory XVI accorded the Living Rosary society canonical status in 1832, and 
indulgenced it. The confraternity soon began to flourish, not only in France but also in 
Germany, Italy, Hungary and elsewhere. In 1877 Pope Pius IX placed it under Dominican 
direction.5
1 Barna  1998.
2 The Kunszentmárton case study is part of a larger research project covering the whole of historical Hun-
gary, aimed at exploring and analysing the historical and ethnological aspects of the operation of the Confrater-
nity of the Living Rosary.
3 Mysteries: different events of Jesus’ life in connection with the life of the Virgin Mary.
4 Decade: one mystery plus ten times Hail Mary.
5 Kirsch  1950: 337-338.
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The Living Rosary is not a real confraternity in the canon law sense. It does not have 
a confraternity book, it does not belong to the (old) rosary confraternities.6 Consequently, 
from the viewpoint of canon law it can be regarded merely as a society.
It was the aim of the Living Rosary right from the start to win the widest possible 
public for the regular prayers of the rosary. It had a missionary character. The Dominican 
order regards the Living Rosary as a kind of preparation for entering the real rosary con-
fraternity.7 However, in Hungarian folk religiosity it represents the “rosary confraternity”. 
Its first recognised society in Hungary was formed in 1843 in Győr. 8
THE KUNSZENTMÁRTON CONFRATERNITY 
OF THE LIVING ROSARY
People from Kunszentmárton got to know about the living rosary devotions and the 
confraternity form in 1851 in the place of pilgrimage at Máriaradna (now Radna, Arad 
County, today Romania) at the Whitsun feast.9 The singers leading the pilgrimage ob-
tained the approval of the parish priest for the matter, who also gave information from the 
pulpit about the prayers and the confraternity when the organisation was started.10 He 
used the prestige of his position to support the organisation of the new religious confra-
ternity. At the request of the parish priest a register was made of members joining the 
confraternity: with separate groups for men and women.
The parish priest authorised an order for two white confraternity banners and five 
confraternity torches. These were used by 15 Daughters of Mary at confraternity masses, 
when prayer cards were exchanged," on feasts of the Virgin Mary, in processions and at 
major feasts. Later they also purchased a portable statue of Mary. These measures by the 
parish priest served on one hand to have a role in church patronage accepted and on the 
other to recognise participation in liturgical service and legitimise the confraternity. They 
also served the symbolical and real manifestation of the confraternity in time, and 
through the objects at any given time, as well as at important public religious occasions 
such as processions and special masses.
6 Kirsch  1950: 338.
7 The “real rosary eonfraternity" is not a fifteen-member-group in which the members pray one mystery a 
month, but a group saying 150 Hail Mary a week. There are basically three forms of the rosary devotions and 
society: 1. the real rosary, has a register of members and roots going back to the Middle Ages, 2. the perpetual 
rosary is a society whose members undertake a perpetual prayer hour monthly or annually, it has a register of 
members and originated in the 17<h century, 3. members of the living rosary confraternity have to pray a decade 
of the rosary, one mystery for a month, the rules do not require a register of members, dating from the 19th 
centu r8y;Barna  1998.
9 For details on the pilgrimages made by people from Kunszentmárton to Máriaradna, see: BARNA
10 Minute-book of the Kunszentmárton Living Rosary Confraternity 1851-1940, hereafter: Jgyk 4, 7.




The leader of the Daughters of Mary was always an older woman.12 Women occu-
pied this position for many years. Their task was to train the girls and supervise their 
participation in the liturgy.13
Within its own frames the rosary confraternity formed a funeral society in the 1850s 
which functioned until the 1960s. Its aim was to raise the splendour of funerals and to 
support surviving family members. They prayed beside deceased confraternity members 
at their funeral and on the evening before the funeral, and had a mass said for them every 
year. This was and still is one of the most important tasks of the rosary society. A burial 
society already operated in the town. However, it was unable to accept everyone as a 
member and so the demand arose for the establishment of a separate rosary burial confra-
ternity. As a result, a confraternity was formed within the confraternity. The decision to 
organize it was made in 1856. Since they already had the permission of the rector, in 
other words the aspiration was legitimized by the church authorities, they decided to have 
a funeral banner made - a material confraternity symbol - set the maximum number of 
members, decided on the “living money”, that is, the sum to be paid on entry and the 
amount of aid to be paid in case of death as well as the sum to be collected to replace this. 
The funeral banners could be used only for members of the rosary confraternity. The 
funeral banner could not be used without permission at the funeral of non-members, with 
the exception of those who were members of another burial society. “The family of the 
deceased is entitled to use the torches and to obtain torch-bearers.”14 In short, they cre-
ated the organization itself, both symbolically and in reality.
In addition, the confraternity’s most important task until the First World War was to 
organise the annual pilgrimage to Máriaradna at Whitsun.
FEMINISATION OF THE ORGANISATION
One of the reasons why this confraternity form became so popular could have been 
that it broke down the big community of religious society into small communities that 
were transparent for the individual while at the same time the individual was also in-
cluded into the larger community through these. The basis on which the 15-member 
groups were organised was always neighbourhood and kinship, already in themselves the 
basic frames of the lives of individuals.
By the mid-20lh century this frame had loosened. The men were no longer present 
and it was mainly women who took part in the life of the confraternity. This was due not 
only to the growing process of secularisation but also to the greater offer on the “market” 
of religious fraternities which divided the society of religious laypersons and offered 
different social patterns for men, women and children, as well as for the prosperous and 
the poor. And within this range of religious fraternities the rosary was regarded as tradi-
tional, and became less and less popular. Nevertheless, before the First World War with
12 Jgyk 92.
13 Jgyk 115; Barna  1991.
14 Jgyk 59-60.
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its more than 1 million members it was the biggest religious society in the Hungarian 
Kingdom.15
There had long existed in the town a Burial Society (Halotti társulat).16 In later dec-
ades and until the middle of the 20lh century several other burial societies also functioned 
in Kunszentmárton. The name of the Altar Society Association (Oltáregylet) first appears 
in the Rosary minutes in 1868,17 and in 1876 the Heart of Jesus Confraternity (Jézus 
Szíve Társulat) was formed.18 A publication issued in Kunszentmárton by the Saint 
Joseph Confraternity of Defenders of the Holy Name of God (Szent József Társulat) is 
known from 1886.19 However, nothing more is known of the confraternity or its local
activity.
In the 20lh century and especially after the First World War growing numbers of con-
fraternities and devotional societies were formed in Kunszentmárton. In 1936 the Heart 
of Jesus Confraternity (Jézus Szive Társulat) operated with 689 members, the Rosary 
Confraternity (Rózsafüzér Társulat) with 652, the Franciscan Third Order (Ferences 
Harmadrend) with 46, the Altar Society (Oltáregylet) with 87, the Association for Dis-
semination of the Faith (Hitterjesztő Egyesület) with 52, the Congregation of Mary 
(Máriakongregáció) with 56, the Heart League (Szívgárda) grouping children with 420, 
and the Heart of Jesus Children’s Society (Jézus Szive Gyermeksége Egyesület) with 125 
members.20 The Confraternity of the Perpetual Rosary (Örökös Rózsafüzér Társulat), 
sometimes confused with the Living Rosary Confraternity, also appeared. There were 
also other associations, such as the Catholic Circle, the Catholic Women’s Association, 
the Catholic Young Men’s and Women’s Association,21 and in 1937 the Kunszentmárton
15 The devotional movements that arose in the 19lh century also developed the forms of association best 
suited to their purposes. They shaped new prayer societies and religious associations, such as the Jézus Szive 
Társulat (Society of the Sacred Heart of Jesusl, the Isten Szent Neve Védelmezőinek Társulata (Confraternity of 
Defenders of the Holy Name of God], Szeplőtelen Fogantatás Társulata [Confraternity of the Immaculate 
Conception], Élő Lelki rózsafüzér Társulata [Confraternity of the Living Spiritual Rosary], Missziós Társulat 
[Missionary Society for the support of Christians living under Turkish (Islamic) rule], or the Szent László Társu-
lat [Saint Ladislas Confraternity] which aimed to assist Christian Catholic Hungarians living outside the borders 
of the country at that time, or the Szent István Társulat (Saint Stephen Society] set up in 1848 to provide the 
people with cheap (Catholic) books. These all drew on the examples and experiences of earlier decades, older 
confraternities and other contemporary (civil) organizations. The frames of their operation were also partly 
based on these models. The foundations were recognizably Baroque, but in many places in the second half and 
last third of the 19lh century - in the time of the Catholic revival - confraternities were also formed, among 
others, by pilgrims (e.g. Kecskemét, Székesfehérvár, Kunszentmárton). Some examples of these that have come 
to light have not yet been adequately analysed by researchers.
16 Jgyk 57, 60-65, 67.
17 Jgyk 103.
18 Jgyk 100.
19 Isten Szent Neve védőinek Szent József Társulatának imái és énekei, melyek a káromkodás megengesz- 
teléseért mindennap és minden hónap utolsó vasárnapján nagy telki buzgalommal végzendők az ajtatos hívek 
által. Összeírta az Isten szent neve védőinek egy méltatlan tagja Nagy Imre. Kunszentmárton 1886-ik évben. 
[Prayers and hymns of the Saint Joseph Confraternity of Defenders of the Holy Name of God to be said with 
great spiritual zeal by devout believers daily and on the last Sunday of every month for atonement of profanity. 
Compiled by Imre Nagy, an unworthy member of the Defenders of the Holy Name of God. Kunszentmárton, in 
the year 1886.] (Prayer booklet in the author’s possession.)
20 DÓSA-S/ABÓ 1936: 252; see also JÓZSA 1991; 162.
21 JÓZSA 1991: 162.
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Catholic Agricultural Youth Association (KALOT) was formed.22 Following the settle-
ment of the Carmelites in Kunszentmárton, the Carmelite third order and Scapular Soci-
ety were formed in 1940.23 The former renewed its activity after 1989. It can be seen that 
the rosary confraternity lost its exclusively leading and integrating role in the religious 
life of the town.
The fact that the church leaders of the confraternity were always the parish priests 
raised the social weight and prestige of the confraternity in the local community. It can be 
seen from the list of members that several of the town’s leaders were members of groups 
within the confraternity. The heads of the secular public administration, as patrons, con-
sidered it their right to authorise the functioning of the confraternity and also to exercise 
financial supervision over its operation. It can be seen from the list of members that sev-
eral of the town’s leaders were members of groups within the confraternity. In the 1897 
list the chief judge and his family are among the members of one group. The authority of 
the confraternity leadership and members arose, and still arises, not from the civilian 
occupation and financial, social status, but from the religious life and fervour.
The wives of the most influential and wealthiest landowners were among the do-
nors.24 Although they retained their role as donors, later at the turn of the 19Ih-20lh centu-
ries and in the 20,h century there is hardly any trace of the town’s leading families in the 
lists of members. The absence of this stratum from the church and religious life was a 
recurring complaint in the visits made by the subdeacon at the end of the 19th century.25 
Summing up the data in the minutes it can be said that at first the leading families of local 
society figured as members of the rosary confraternity, but later they appeared mainly as 
patrons and used the confraternity to help in arranging their patronage. The membership 
of the rosary confraternity increasingly consisted of women drawn from the lower social 
strata.
The leadership of the rosary confraternity regarded the membership as a relatively 
homogeneous group; it made no distinction among members by age or occupation, only 
by gender and place of residence. The distinction between groups of men and women 
later became meaningless as the number of male members declined. However, the place 
of residence - Lower Town, Upper Town - remained important because the group leaders 
held the meetings on this basis.26
At the turn of the 19lh-20lh centuries other organisations of similar structure appeared 
beside the rosary confraternity. In the first half of the 20th century and especially during 
the communist/socialist period, the rosary confraternity increasingly lost ground and 
became a prayer society of middle-aged and elderly women. As a result, its original func-
tion as a prayer society was strengthened. Between 1946-1950 all kinds of civil associa-
tions, among them religious orders and lay religious societies, were dissolved and prohib-
ited by the communist and socialist authorities.
22 Minutes in the author’s possession.
23 JÓZSA 1991: 176.
MJgyk53.
25 Egri Főegyházmegyei Levéltár [Archives of the Eger Diocese], Minutes of visits by subdeacons 586.
26 Jgyk 57.
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From 1948 confraternity life was characterised by concealment. The confraternity 
was confined to the ghetto of private life and church life. In 1946-1949 the communist 
state banned and dissolved the religious confraternities. The ban did not directly affect 
the rosary confraternity which by then had largely withdrawn into prayer life, but because 
of the hostile social atmosphere that had been created its membership declined drasti-
cally. The confraternity also withdrew from public religious services. Its life was re-
stricted entirely within the frames of individual religious practice but it has survived there 
right up to the present.
The lists of donors show that it was mainly women who made donations to the col-
lections for various causes. They supported mainly the equipment of the local church 
(processional banners, processional cross, images of the Stations of the Cross), but they 
also collected donations for the pilgrimage church at Máriaradna (images of the Stations 
of the Cross). They also helped the church with voluntary work: they decorated the altars 
with flowers and cleaned the church. This indicates that within the distribution of roles 
within the family, religion was the women’s field.27 We know from interviews that by that 
time many women subscribed to religious papers and journals.28 But it is not by chance 
that the handwritten hymn and prayer books that have survived from the second half of 
the 19th century were all written and owned by men. As singers they were the leaders of 
the rosary confraternity.29
In the first decades of the 20th century women began to play an increasingly promi-
nent role in the confraternity, not only as members but also at the leadership level. All 
this is reflected in a very instructive way in entries made in the minute-books: On De-
cember 8, 1867 women are first mentioned by name in the minute-book of the confrater-
nity’s meeting, among the donors.30 For decades the list of members present at the meet-
ings simply noted that many women were also present. In 1874 the number of women 
present was noted for the first time.31 And their number grew steadily. But it was not until 
1923 that women were first elected to the leadership.32
The role of the confraternity women was to decorate the church with flowers, to care 
for the confraternity picture, statue and banners and to guide the Daughters of Mary, that 
is, a series of internal confraternity/church tasks. The male leaders of the confraternity led 
the pilgrimage to Radna and cultivated contacts with the municipal and church authori-
ties, that is, they maintained and operated the system of external relations. In this way the 
confraternity functioned like families of that time.
The lists of members quite clearly show the rapid feminisation of the Rosary Confra-
ternity in Kunszentmárton. However, this process was not accompanied by an increase in
27 Jgyk December 9, 1904. At the proposal of Imre Szarvák, vice-president, it was recorded in the minute- 
book that the confraternity had 14 Stations of the Cross images made for the church at Radna. (Jgyk 185.) The 
order for a local eternal flame was also recorded here.
28 Between 1885-1944 the confraternity’s official paper was the monthly Rózsafüzér Királynéja (Queen of 
the Rosary].






the role of women in the leadership. The public forums were only gradually opened to 
women. When the confraternity was first launched there were still separate groups for 
men, later there were mixed groups and then very marked feminisation occurred within 
the confraternity but right up to the 1940s its leaders were men.33
The continuity of generations was interrupted after the communist take-over, during 
the years of persecution of the churches and religion, and was one of the reasons why 
today there are now only around 30 active members of the confraternity in Kunszentmár- 
ton. They are all women and include one or two teenage girls. The rapid decline in mem-
bership began from the 1970s when the cohorts born in the late 19th century and early 
20lh century began to die out.
ROLES AND OFFICES
Holding offices in the confraternity meant an increase in social prestige. However, 
there was a hierarchy of confraternity offices. At the top was the confraternity president. 
The president often also held the post of singer / choral leader. This clearly reflects one 
of the most important roles of the leaders: leading the pilgrimages and the singing in the 
church before the liturgies. From the time of the establishment of the confraternity right 
up to 1940 the choral leaders of the Rosary Confraternity were men. The hymn books of 
the 19lh century singers were found in 20lh century legacies, indicating that those who 
undertook a role as signers also came to preserve and hand down a special cultural heri-
tage. They often filled these posts right up until their death. We have here the picture of a 
typical conservative, patriarchal society. Most of the groups, known locally as tens, were 
led by women who probably headed the 15-member prayer groups for decades.
INDIVIDUAL AND COMMUNAL RELIGIOUS PRACTICE - RESPONSIBILITY 
FOR THE INDIVIDUAL AND THE COMMUNITY
From the end of the 19th century the rosary increasingly became a confraternity 
of female piety, but right up to the mid-20lh century its members were men. This 
structural change shows the image of a patriarchal society in which only men could 
be leaders, indicating that the public forums were open primarily for them. The roles 
played by women also reinforce their role.34 Right from the start it was a democratic 
fraternity: at first the leading strata of society joined and then it gradually came to be 
the most important frame of religious life for the female members of the lower strata 
of society.
Although the rosary devotions are of an individual character, the confraternity was 
able to remain a mass movement right up to the 1940s. This was probably because: 1. its
33 Jgyk 164-183 of the 111 “tens” (= groups of 15 persons) listed in 1897 only 7 had exclusively male 
members, 47 were all female and 57 had mixed membership with women in the majority.
34 MARSH.viENT 1994: 131.
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operation represented a substantial commitment to church patronage it was in the interest 
of the church to maintain it, and it provided an institutional frame for the charity of lay 
believers; 2. it set clear, easily understood and performed tasks; 3. it required of its mem-
bers an acceptable co-ordination of individual and communal forms of religious practice. 
Within the frame of individual religious practice this meant saying the 10 Hail Mary 
prayers of the rosary. The spatial and temporal structure of the devotions was flexible, the 
prayers could be said at any time and anywhere, even during work, indeed it was even 
recommended that they be said during work. This ensured an emphasis on intimacy in 
devotions, an important need of individual religious practice, but at the same time also 
gave a certain communal character.
People retire for the time of prayer, saying their prayers almost in secret. This indi-
vidual practice is linked with various forms of communal devotions: the exchange of 
mysteries on the first Monday of each month, the liturgies for rosary feasts, various forms 
of paraliturgy. In this way individual and collective devotions alternate and are linked in 
the rosary prayers. This was and is the case not only in Kunszentmárton but throughout 
the country.
The Mary feasts generally coincide with one of the rosary mysteries. Thus, for ex-
ample, the Feast of the Assumption (March 25) preserved the first joyful mystery. The 
Feast of the Visitation (July 2) is linked with the second joyful mystery, Christmas with 
the third, the Feast of the Purification (February 2) with the fourth and fifth. On these 
feasts the members naturally recite the joyful rosary.35
The members of the confraternity recite the rosary individually at home, making it an 
entirely individual ritual. However, they recite it together on the feast days mentioned and 
on Saturdays and Sundays in church before the mass. They also recite so-called “nines” 
collectively. This is not a confraternity obligation but it is very popular in many places, 
especially the Holy Family nine on the days before Christmas, and the Lourdes nine be-
tween February 11-19. At communal gatherings different rosary mysteries are recited 
according to the stages of the church year; the sorrowful mysteries during Lent, the glori-
ous mysteries from after Easter till Advent and the joyful mysteries from Advent till 
Lent. The daily order of prayers is also set: joyful on Monday, sorrowful on Tuesday and 
Friday, glorious on Thursday, and on Saturday and Sunday the whole rosary. October 
evenings are the time of church rosary devotions.
The rosary is prayed at the bier, in the hour before burial for the salvation of the 
dead. Their prayers are frequently offered for the recovery of sick fellow members, for 
their families, for young people and for the larger community: for the church, the Pope’s 
intention and also for the country and its leaders. In this way they connect the living with 
the dead, individual goals with the goals of the community.36
15 P. Fehér  1944: 3.
36 This is generally eharacteristic and is confirmed by more than a hundred interviews conducted in differ-
ent localities of the country.
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SOME CONCLUSIONS
The rosary was and still is principally a form of female devotion. However, up to the 
1940s the leaders were men. By the end of the 20th century only female members were 
left. The steadily increasing feminisation of religion can generally be observed in Hun-
gary from the mid-19th century and in Central Europe from the early 19th century. In the 
course of the processes of economic, social and cultural modernisation, the tasks of the 
private sphere within the family (running the household, raising children) fell to women. 
Within this frame they also provided for the family’s sacral world. The confraternity’s 
monthly journal (published 1885-1950) and the literature on the rosary gave the legitimi- 
sation of a religiosity that today would be characterised as feminine. Until the 1940s the 
rosary confraternity preserved its character as a women’s mass movement.37
At the turn of the 19lh-20lh century the devotional life of the rosary confraternity rep-
resented a regulated way for women to step out of the frames of the closed concept of the 
family. Besides stepping out of everyday life, it also offered a frame for joining in the life 
of the church, a primary forum for openness. The prayer groups were organised on a 
family and neighbourhood basis. The confraternity also established its own funeral soci-
ety, linking the living and the dead in prayer.38 And at the hour of death it promised the 
members communal solidarity.
Among the reasons for the popularity of the rosary were its democratic nature and 
the clear religious goals: it provided the faithful with an institutional frame for their chari-
table activity; it set readily understandable and easily performed tasks for its members; it 
required the acceptable co-ordination of individual and communal forms of religious 
practice. The prayer had a flexible spatial and temporal structure. This ensured for devo-
tions a required intimacy but at the same time also a communal character. The rosary 
confraternity can strengthen and influence memory and ties with the family, relatives, 
neighbours, the church community and the universal church, between the living and the 
dead, shaping a special sense of responsibility. The repeated renewal of the organisation 
and contents (most recently in 2002, Pope John Paul II introduced the rosary of light, 
which became rapidly popular and began to transform the group-structure of the rosary) 
strengthen the awareness of modernity and universality (Catholicism).
These functions led to the point where, in the last decade of the 19lh century, one 
sixth to one fifth of the population of the town (Kunszentmárton) were members of the 
rosary confraternity (with female dominance). However, after that it lost its earlier domi-
nance with the rise of other religious associations. Although in the second half of the 20th 
century under the communist dictatorship it survived in the form of private devotions, it 
is now only one of the many other religious societies. It is kept alive by elderly women. It 
was able to withdraw into the intimacy of private life because it came to function exclu-
sively as a prayer society.
37 Its nature as a mass organisation has now declined, but it is probably still the biggest religious society. How-
ever, in the absence of a register of members it is difficult to confirm this with data. Nevertheless the number of mem-
bers of religious societies is known in numerous settlements and in all cases the rosary confraternity is the largest.
38 WiNSTON-ALLEN 1997.
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The Living Rosary Confraternity and its prayer are strictly regulated by rules of the 
church and the Dominican Order. Nevertheless, many local forms have arisen in commu-
nal religious practice. My concept was originally to show that the rosary society is one of 
the greatest mass prayer networks which offers appropriate frames for women’s religios-
ity. The rosary as prayer and tool and its confraternity form can be regarded as a typical 
Roman Catholic devotion. So the rosary is a religion-marker. In the structure of member-
ship it is rather democratic: it is open to wealthy and poor, people from higher and lower 
strata of the society; there is no membership fee; but it offers a suitable way to faith- 
based charitable activity, especially in parish life.
In our (Hungarian, European) society there is a broad network of different networks 
taking care of our social, material, mental etc. circumstances. What kind of role do reli-
gious networks, this prayer society, the rosary society fill in the life of its members and 
the community? Why do they need it? What kind of needs keep this prayer society alive? 
What makes members, today for the most part elderly women, vulnerable? What can 
cause insecurity?
The answer can be found in the interviews, conducted not only in Kunszentmárton, 
but in many settlements in Hungary. And the answer is: death and suffering. This latter 
means not only illness but loneliness as well. With advancing age, the changeable net-
works to which people belong, become steadily weaker, narrower, smaller. In the end 
everybody remains alone.
Facing and coping with the final questions: death, life after life, etc. religions 
built up a vertical spiritual network, instead of or beside the horizontal, social, world- 
related networks. This spiritual, imaginary network binds the individual, members of 
the rosary society, the believers, to God, the Virgin Mary, saints, the transcendent 
world. This may shape a special responsibility: it is more important to feed the soul 
than the body.
It is an old finding in ethnography that the main task and work of the old people in 
European peasant societies is to pray. They give spiritual protection to the individual 
himself or herself, the closer and wider community. And this is also the case in the rosary 
society. They pray for many purposes: for health, members of the closer family, grand-
children, young people, vocation for priesthood, conversion of sinners, or freedom and so 
on. It is a spiritual and moral support to the community and the individual. It is an insur-
ance to the individual for the future: somebody is praying for me for ever. It gives the 
importance of the rosary as prayer society.
We have a tendency in research to regard the religious confraternities only as a so-
ciological and cultural phenomenon, forgetting the transcendental aspects of religious 
practice. Besides the few characteristics mentioned here, membership of the rosary 
confraternity offered and still offers its members the possibility of salvation through the 
certainty of faith. This gives the members security and hope for the future.39
39 This article sums up a few conclusions from a book on which the author is working. Its title: Group or-
ganisation and individual roles. The Living Rosary Confraternity in Hungary and Central Europe in the 19th- 
20th centuries.
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Case studies, some prepared in a joint Hungarian-Russian project led by Tatjana Voronina 
(Moscow) and Ilona Nagy (Budapest), others the results of individual research work, are 
published in this book. They deal with the Hungarian and Russian religious culture in the 
19th and 20th century and in the present. They show the power of religion and tradition in 
everyday life among Hungarians living in different countries (Hungary, United States, 
Romania) and Russians living in changing circumstances: under communist dictatorship 
and in democracy, in majority and minority status. Even the oral tradition can span and 
cover hundreds of years as the ruling power of icons can play an important role in our lives. 
This is the power of religious culture.
cz
5***
Contributors: Gábor Barna (Department of Ethnology and Cultural Anthropology, Uni-
versity of Szeged), Kira V. Cekanskaja (Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, Russian 
Academy of Sciences, Moscow), Zoltán Fejős (Museum of Ethnography, Budapest), 
Alexej Markov (Department of Culture, Egoricnsk District Administration), Sergej 
Mixajlov (Natural and Cultural Heritage of Russia Institute, Moscow), Ilona Nagy 
(Ethnological Institute of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Budapest), Lehel Peti 
(Department of Hungarian Ethnology and Cultural Anthropology, Babe§-Bolyai 
University, Cluj-Napoca), Tatjana Voronina (Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, 
Russian Academy of Sciences, Moscow).
cz
П
The editor, Gábor Barna, is Ass. Professor of Folkloristics and Ethnology of Religion, head 
of the Department of Ethnology and Cultural Anthropology, University of Szeged. He is 
the editor of the journal Acta Ethnographica Hungarica, the series Devotio Hungarorum 







SZEQEDI VALLÁSI NÉPRAJZI KÖNYVTÁR
BIBLIOTHECA RELIQIOIMIS POPULÁRIS SZEQEDIENSIS
www.etnologiaszeged.hu
Edited byAKADÉMIAI KIADÓ 
BUDAPEST
www.akademiaikiado.hu
www.szakkonyv.hu
QÁBOR BARNA
